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Abstract
Gregg, Duane David. EdD. The University of Memphis. December 2019 degree will be
conferred. A grounded theory approach to studying community college retention and success
initiatives in Tennessee. Donna Menke, Ph.D.
With the introduction of the Tennessee Promise and Tennessee Reconnect, approximately 24
percent of the college student population in the fall of 2018 in Tennessee was made up of
community college students. The community college retention and graduation rates need to
increase significantly for Tennessee to meet its Drive to 55 goal for degree attainment. The
purpose of this grounded theory research study was to identify and understand the different
programs, initiatives, and strategies that have been utilized at the five Tennessee community
colleges with the highest retention rates between fall 2015 and fall 2017. The theoretical
framework for this grounded theory research study was primarily based upon the retention
theories of Cabrera et al. (1993) and Bean and Metzner (1985). These theories combine the
complex relationship between the different individual, institutional, and environmental factors
while also accounting for the unique factors associated with community colleges and community
college students. A constructivist grounded-theory methodological approach was utilized for this
study as twenty-two face-to-face interviews took place with administrators at the following
community colleges in Tennessee: Columbia State, Motlow State, Northeast State, Pellissippi
State, and Roane State. The interviews were transcribed and that data was coded using NVivo
along with the artifacts collected from the sites and the email correspondence from all of the
participants. The following student retention themes emerged from the data: institutional vision
and leadership focused on student success, committed and student-focused faculty and staff,
v

collaboration and alignment of success services, and the retention of underserved students. In
summary, this study found that these community colleges all have an overall framework for
student retention, dedicated and passionate administrators, faculty, and staff; a student-centered
approach to student retention, and numerous strategies to identify and serve underserved
populations on campus. There was not a silver bullet identified across the institutions except for
the caring administrators, staff, and faculty on each campus that build relationships with their
students. Student retention was impacted by the multitude of retention strategies, initiatives, and
people on campus that work in partnership to best serve their students.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
In January of 2010, the Tennessee General Assembly passed, and Governor Phil
Bredesen signed the Complete College Tennessee Act of 2010. The Complete College Tennessee
ACT (CCTA) was a comprehensive reform agenda that sought to drastically transform higher
education in Tennessee through changes at the state and institutional level in fiscal, academic,
and administrative policies. The primary purpose of the CCTA was to increase the number of
Tennesseans with a postsecondary degree or credential to meet the demands of the workforce
and meet the projected national average in educational attainment by 2025 (Black, Brown, &
Doochin, 2014). The CCTA included provisions that required the Tennessee Higher Education
Commission (THEC) to create and implement a statewide master plan for higher education in
Tennessee including an outcomes-based funding formula that rewarded institutions for meeting
specific goals and objectives of the master plan. These goals and objectives included student
retention and progress made towards completion, degrees and certificates earned, and graduation
rates. Furthermore, the CCTA served to improve the community college system statewide by
improving student services, academic support, cohort and structured degree programs, and most
importantly degree completion in a timely manner with minimal student debt. Additional
initiatives of the Complete College Tennessee Act included simplifying the transfer process for
students from the Tennessee community colleges to public 4-year universities in Tennessee and
increasing research at public institutions especially in the science, technology, engineering, and
mathematics (STEM) fields (Deaton & Wright, 2012).
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The next major statewide initiative focused on increasing the number of Tennesseans
with a postsecondary degree or certificate was Tennessee’s Drive to 55 campaign. This broad
initiative included plans to increase college access for high school students (Tennessee Promise),
increase college retention (Promise Forward), increase college access and completion for adults
(Tennessee Reconnect), increase college readiness, access, and completion for high school
students (Seamless Alignment for Integrated Learning Support and Advise Tennessee), and to
increase the alignment between local industry and postsecondary options (LEAP). In February of
2014, Governor Bill Haslam proposed the Tennessee Promise initiative and in April of that year
the Tennessee General Assembly passed the required legislation. Tennessee Promise is one of
the primary components of Tennessee’s Drive to 55, and it is aimed at meeting the demands of
an educated workforce in Tennessee by increasing the number of high school graduates that
attain a postsecondary credential. According to the Tennessee Higher Education Commission
(2014), six out of every ten jobs require some postsecondary education and training. Based on
the expected demand for a college and technically educated workforce by the year 2025, the
mission of the Drive to 55 is to increase the percentage of working adults with some type of
postsecondary degree or credential to 55 percent by the year 2025 (Complete Tennessee, 2016)
According to the Tennessee Report by Complete College America, in 2011 the percentage of
adults in Tennessee with an associate’s degree or higher was 31 percent. Furthermore, based
upon the Tennessee Higher Education Commission’s Master Plan for Tennessee Postsecondary
Education from 2015 – 2025, in 2013 there was a total of 1,294,249 working age adults with
either an associate’s degree or higher or a postsecondary certificate for a cumulative 37.8 percent
of working age adults with college credentials in Tennessee. This report continues to show that
for Tennessee to meet the Drive to 55 goal for postsecondary attainment (3,596,879), almost 2
2

million additional college degrees or postsecondary certificates are needed in Tennessee by the
year 2025. The three focus areas for Tennessee to reach the Drive to 55 are adult learners, low
income students, and academically underprepared students. Significant strides have been made in
increasing high school graduation rates and college enrollment rates in Tennessee. For example,
in 2015 the Tennessee college-going rate increased 4.6 percentage points over the fall 2014 rate,
and this represented a more significant increase than the previous six years combined (THEC’s
Fall 2015 College Going Rate Report, 2016). Also, according to the Tennessee Department of
Education’s 2017 report, Seamless Pathways – Bridging Tennessee’s Gap between High School
and Postsecondary, in 2016 Tennessee high schools had a 2015-16 graduation rate of 88.5 percent,
and this is the highest on record since the state changed to a more rigorous calculation of graduation
rates in 2011. However, significant improvement is still necessary in the areas of college retention
and completion. These students must persist through the college process and complete the
college degree or certificate program which they start. Most recently, in June of 2016, the
Tennessee State Legislature passed the Focus on College and University Success Act (FOCUS).
The purpose of the FOCUS Act was to organize and empower Tennessee’s public colleges and
universities to increase student success and the number of Tennesseans with a postsecondary
credential. The FOCUS Act “provides more focused support by the Tennessee Board of Regents
for Tennessee’s 13 community and 27 technical colleges; creates local boards for the six public
universities currently within TBR; and strengthens the Tennessee Higher Education
Commission” (THEC, 2017, p. 14).
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Background of the Study

According to Spradlin, Burroughs, Ritkowski, & Lang (2010), approximately 39 percent
of all adults in the United States hold a 2 or 4-year degree, and this rate has been steady for
almost 40 years. However, the rate has not remained steady over the last 40 years in the rest of
the world. In 1975, the United States ranked first in the world in the attainment of bachelor’s
degrees, but by 2003 the United States was ranked 9th, and by 2009 it had already slipped to
tenth. As these trends continue, by 2020 the portion of the workforce in the United States with a
college degree will be lower than it was in 2000, and the United States will be ranked 12th in the
world in degree attainment.
Educational attainment is strongly correlated with higher incomes and other economic
benefits, but it is linked to individual factors such as healthcare, contentment, civic engagement,
and general quality of life as well. Research by Campbell & Oblinger (2007), found that college
graduates will earn approximately 1 million dollars more over their life than someone with only
a high school diploma, and they will be more likely to have employer-sponsored health
insurance, pension plans, and retirement. This difference is even greater for minorities. For
Hispanic males ages 25-35, the income gap between bachelor’s degree holders and individuals
with high school diplomas is 86 percent and for black women the difference is 70 percent.
There are additional benefits to the community, the nation, and the higher education
institution when a greater number of students are successful in college and graduate. “A 1
percent increase in the proportion of the population holding a four-year degree leads to a 1.9
percent increase in the wages of workers without a high school diploma and a 1.6 percent
increase for high school graduates” (Campbell and Oblinger, 2007, p. 2). College graduates are
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more likely to be employed and earn higher incomes, so they also pay more in federal, state, and
local taxes. “College graduates working full time paid 134 percent more in federal income taxes
and 80 percent more in total federal, state, and local taxes than the typical high school graduate”
(Campbell and Oblinger, 2007, p. 2). “The United States Department of Labor projects that
twenty of the 30 fastest-growing jobs in the United States will require education beyond high
school, and that 40 percent will require at least an associate’s degree” (Campbell, DeBlois, and
Oblinger, 2007, p. 3). College graduates are also less likely to be on public support programs,
more likely to better prepare their kids to start school, more involved in community activities and
organizations, and they are more likely to have kids that graduate from college.
The retention of students also saves the institutions the cost of recruiting students that
ultimately withdraw or transfer to another institution without completing a degree. Based on a
2005 study at the University of Alabama, the average cost for recruiting a student is $74 at a
two-year institution, $455 for a four-year public college or university, or $2,073 for a private
four-year institution. A four-year public institution, for example, with 20,000 students and a 60
percent retention rate for freshmen could save more than $900,000 annually in recruiting costs if
it was able to identify students at risk of withdrawing and intervene appropriately. “According to
estimates from the University of Alabama, the economic impact to the campus (tuition, books,
and food services) for every one hundred students lost is $ 1 million dollars by their junior year”
(Campbell and Oblinger, 2007, p. 2).
This study focused only on the retention of community college students in Tennessee for
several reasons. First and foremost, the Tennessee Promise and the Tennessee Reconnect
initiatives, which are part of the Drive to 55 efforts and programs that started with the Complete
College Tennessee Act of 2010, focus primarily on community colleges and technical colleges in
5

Tennessee. Next, community colleges were chosen due to their low graduation and retention
rates compared to technical colleges and 4-year colleges. For example, with the 2007 cohort, the
6-year graduation rate at community colleges in Tennessee was 28.9 percent while the university
graduation rate in Tennessee during this 6-year period was 58 percent (The Reality of College
Readiness in Tennessee, 2013). By 2009, the 6-year graduation rate at community colleges in
Tennessee had dropped to 26.4 percent while the university graduation rate in Tennessee during
this 6-year period decreased to 57.2 percent (The 2015 -2016 Tennessee Higher Education Fact
Book, 2017). Retention rates at postsecondary institutions in Tennessee have followed this same
pattern. The fall 2016 to fall 2017 average freshmen to sophomore retention rate for the thirteen
public community colleges in Tennessee was 57.9 percent while the average public university
freshmen to sophomore retention rate in Tennessee during this same period was 81.7 percent,
and the average freshmen to sophomore retention rate for the three University of Tennessee
institutions during this period was 88 percent (The 2017-2018 Tennessee Higher Education Fact
Book, 2018).
Despite the amount of research on college student retention and persistence over the past
sixty years, there are still significant gaps in the research. First, most of the research on college
student retention is based upon traditional residential students at four-year institutions. More
specifically, very little qualitative research has taken place on the community college students in
Tennessee since the implementation of the Tennessee Promise. This study will help fill a
universal research gap in community college retention, but more specifically this study will
provide much needed qualitative data for community college retention initiatives, practices,
programs, and policies in Tennessee for the first two years since the first cohort of Tennessee
Promise students began in the fall of 2015. Therefore, this study fills the gap in the literature for
6

retention with community college students, the types of institutions that have traditionally had
the lowest retention rates, and specifically with the community colleges attended by Tennessee
Promise students.
Traditionally, community colleges have enrolled the students that are most likely to be
academically unprepared for college and most likely to be first generation, older and independent
of their parents, working while enrolled in school, low income, and minorities (Ma & Baum,
2016). Compared to the average student at four-year institutions, community college students
frequently have lower ACT/SAT scores and high school grade point averages, less family
support, and less disposable family income. All community college students in Tennessee are
non-residential/commuting students, so they are also less likely to be involved and engaged in
campus activities and organizations, more likely to have issues with transportation to and from
campus, more likely to have undecided or general study majors because they have not committed
to a certain career, and more likely to only take classes part-time due to work and other family
obligations. This means that the students that need the support and assistance to stay in school
and graduate the most are attending the institutions with the lowest retention rates. With the
Tennessee Promise scholarship, community colleges are also generally the least expensive option
for most students. According to Cohen & Kisker (2010), “community college students are now
positioned as essential players in efforts to elevate low-socioeconomic populations and to
connect the K-12 system with institutions of higher education” (p. 446). Cohen and Kisker
(2010) reported that in 2005, 6.2 million students were enrolled in community colleges in the
United States, but according to Ma & Baum (2016) by 2015 this number grew to 7.9 million
students and 42 % of all undergraduate students in the United States. These community colleges
often provide lower-division coursework for those students that plan to transfer to a 4-year
7

institution, and they also frequently provide the certificates or associate degrees for those
students that want to go into professions such as nursing, criminal justice, information sciences,
mechatronics, and early childhood education where some education beyond high school is
necessary but not a 4-year degree. Community colleges generally have open enrollments, they
provide much needed remedial education, and they provide pathways for students to improve
their academic skills prior to transferring to a 4-year school or preparing for a vocation (Bess &
Dee, 2012). Finally, the location of community college campuses across Tennessee is very
important to the goal of increasing educational attainment and meeting the demands of the Drive
to 55 and the Complete College Tennessee Act of 2010. Cohen and Kisker (2010) stated that
“over 90 percent of Americans live within 25 miles of a community college” (p. 447), and in
Tennessee there are 13 community colleges with over 65 campuses spread throughout the state.
Most students in Tennessee would not have to drive more than 30 minutes to one of the sixtyfive community college campuses. Increasing the retention and graduation rates at all of the
community colleges in Tennessee is vital to the success of the Complete College Tennessee Act
of 2010 and the Drive to 55, and Tennessee has created new levels of fiscal and personnel
support, research and policy analysis, and retention and graduation strategies at the state and
institutional levels to dramatically increase the persistence and graduation rates at higher
education institutions across the state.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this grounded theory research study was to identify and understand the
different programs, initiatives, and strategies that have been utilized at the five Tennessee
community colleges with the highest retention rates between fall 2015 and fall 2017. For this
study and per the Tennessee Higher Education Fact Books, the retention rate is defined as the
8

percent of first-time, full-time freshmen that enroll at the same community college or another
public institution in Tennessee for the fall of their sophomore year. Furthermore, this study will
explore the combination of these practices and strategies that are used in student retention at
these five community colleges in Tennessee to better understand the student success practices
and strategies that are reported to impact certain specific student groups based upon factors such
as Pell-eligibility, race, and gender.
The theoretical framework for this research study was based upon the student retention
theories of Cabrera's Integrated Student Retention Model (Cabrera et al., 1993) and Bean and
Metzner’s Conceptual Model of Nontraditional Undergraduate Student Attrition (Bean &
Metzner, 1985). Cabrera’s Integrated Student Retention Model was developed from the
integration of Tinto’s Student Integration Model of Student Retention and Bean’s Causal Model
of Student Attrition. The model by Tinto assumes that the primary influence on student retention
is the social integration of students on campus and the primary influence of Bean’s model is
primarily the background, academic, and social-psychological variables associated with the
student. The majority of all retention research has been conducted on students at 4-year
institutions of higher education, and this research is not any different.
The participants of the different studies associated with the Integrated Student Retention
Model were all traditional college students at 4-year institutions. This research study was also
based upon the Conceptual Model of Nontraditional Undergraduate Students by Bean and
Metzner. The student retention theory developed by Bean and Metzner was for nontraditional
students at community colleges, and it found that the primary influence for these students
included background variables, academic variables, environmental variables, and psychological
outcome variables. However, this study addresses a gap in the literature first by offering
9

additional retention research on community colleges and community college students. This
research study is also from the perspective of the institution and not the student. This research is
also motivated one hundred percent by what the institution can do to improve student retention
and success. Also, due to the Tennessee Promise and the large number of traditional age students
that attend the community colleges in Tennessee, this study addresses a gap in the literature
around the retention of traditional age students at community colleges. More specifically, it
addresses a gap in retention research around the success of students that primarily attend a
community college without paying tuition or mandatory fees.
The period of fall 2015 to fall 2017 was selected because those were the only two years
that community college retention data was available since the first group of Tennessee Promise
students started in the fall of 2015. Therefore, using secondary data from the Tennessee Higher
Education Commission Fact Books, this study was able to first identify the five community
colleges with the highest first-time full-time freshmen retention rates from fall 2015 to fall 2016
and fall 2016 to fall 2017.
For this research study, I met face-to-face with some of the administrators at these five
institutions that are responsible for designing, implementing, and evaluating the retention and
success programs, strategies, and initiatives at each institution. My initial interview at each
institution was with the vice-president of student success or student affairs, and I asked that
person to identify other individuals on campus that I should interview because of their work in
different student success programs, policies, and initiatives. Data analysis and theory
development through constructivist grounded theory research often includes methodological
strategies such as coding and memo-writing, and both were used in this process through the field
notes taken during the face-to-face interviews and memo-writing throughout the entire process. It
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is important that rich, detailed, and full data is collected during this process. Charmaz (2014)
stated “Researchers generate strong theories with rich data. Grounded theories may be built with
diverse kinds of data – fieldnotes, interviews, and information from records and reports” (p. 23).
Data collection will also include the collection of artifacts, reports, and records related to the
college retention and graduation strategies and programs at each institution. Additional data was
collected through the process of contacting each administrator/interviewee through email to
follow up on additional questions and seek their approval on the data that they provided during
the interview. Students are exposed to multiple retention strategies and programs at each
institution, so this study will identify and code the different reoccurring themes and patterns in
programs, initiatives, and strategies that are identified consistently by these five selected
institutions. Additionally, through this interview process with program administrators, this study
identifies student retention and success practices that have been particularly successful at these
institutions with traditionally at-risk community college students or a subgroup of students such
as males, African American or Hispanic students, students from low-income families, firstgeneration college students, students that come to college academically underprepared, and other
non-traditional college students.
Research Questions
This study was guided by the following research questions:

1. How have particular student success strategies, programs, services, policies, and
initiatives been designed, implemented, and utilized by community colleges in
Tennessee to increase student retention rates during the first two years of the
Tennessee Promise (2015 – 2017)?
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2. How can community colleges in Tennessee best tailor student success programs to
support the specific needs of the various underserved student groups?
Potential Significance
The significance of this research study could be quite broad. First, it will contribute to the
body of knowledge and the fields of study related to college retention and success by identifying
what retention strategies have been most frequently utilized at these Tennessee community
colleges with the highest rates of student retention during these two years. It will also help
institutions identify certain retention and success programs and strategies that should be targeted
to reach certain at-risk or underserved student populations. Most research studies on college
student retention have focused on four-year institutions and traditional college students, but this
study will provide much needed data on retention at community colleges, commuter students,
and students that are typically considered non-traditional for a variety of reasons such as their
age, lack of academic readiness, status as a working student, or their delayed entry into college
after high school graduation.
The Tennessee General Assembly and Governor Bill Haslam established the Drive to 55
with a goal of at least 55 percent of the adult population in the state holding a postsecondary
degree or credential by the year 2025. Current forecasts have shown that six out of every ten jobs
in Tennessee will require some postsecondary education and training at that point (Complete
Tennessee, 2017). That goal and the workforce needs will not be met without a significant
increase in college retention and graduation rates in Tennessee.
Next, this information will be of great value to the Tennessee Higher Education
Commission (THEC), the Tennessee Board of Regents (TBR), and all the community colleges
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across the state of Tennessee as they seek to replicate and implement retention strategies that
have been identified at these five community colleges in Tennessee with the highest retention
rates during these two years. As public institutions in Tennessee now receive one hundred
percent of their funding that comes from the state government through the Tennessee Outcomes
Based Funding Formula, their performance related to these factors such as retention and
graduation rates can have a dramatic impact on the institution and the student population.
Finally, and perhaps most importantly, a postsecondary education provides numerous
lifelong benefits including a better quality of life to the individual that completes the degree. This
individual impact will also influence their families and communities as well. A Lumina report
from 2015 found that Americans with a bachelor’s degree receive the following benefits
compared to high school graduates:
•

Annual earnings are about $32,000 (134 percent) higher.

•

Lifetime earnings are, conservatively, about $625,000 (114 percent) greater in
present discounted value.

•

The incidence of poverty is 3.5 times lower.

•

The likelihood of having health insurance through employment is 47 percent
higher.

•

The likelihood of having retirement through employment is 72 percent greater.

•

Job safety is greater.

•

The likelihood of reporting health to be very good or excellent is 44 percent
greater.
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•

The probability of being employed is 24 percent higher, and the likelihood of
being unemployed is 2.2 times lower.

•

Age at retirement is lower.

•

Life expectancy at age 25 is seven years longer.

•

The likelihood of not having a bank account is 8.1 times lower. The likelihood of
being happy is significantly higher. (Trostel, 2015, p. 2)

Furthermore, the report continued to explain that there are many societal benefits when
more Americans possess a postsecondary degree including lifetime taxes are much greater,
government expenditures are much lower, crime is significantly lower, volunteering is higher,
annual cash donations to charities are higher, and political involvement, school and community
engagement, and civic and community service and leadership are significantly higher (Trostel,
2015).

This study can impact student retention and graduation across the state of Tennessee
dramatically over the next ten years, and this increase in student persistence and success is a
necessity for the state of Tennessee to meet the demands of the Drive to 55 and for this country
to regain its status as the highest ranked nation in the world in the attainment of bachelor’s
degrees.

Theoretical Framework
There is a significant amount of research and often conflicting theories related to student
retention. Student retention models of the late twentieth century usually begin with the
foundational work of Vincent Tinto and William Spady in the 1960’s and 1970’s. Spady’s
14

sociological model of student dropouts in higher education was based partially upon Durkheim’s
Suicidal Model, and it is often considered the first widely recognized model in student retention
(Demetriou & Schmitz-Sciborski, 2011) Spady concluded that student retention was based upon
social integration, and he found the following five factors related to social integration: academic
potential, normative congruence, grade performance, intellectual development, and friendship
support (Aljohani, 2016). Based upon an empirical study published in 1971, Spady added that
the dominant factor determining student retention was academic performance. Tinto’s original
retention theory, which was also partially based upon Durkheim’s Suicidal Model, often called
the Institutional Departure Model, was created in 1975 and updated by Tinto in 1993. Tinto’s
updated and revised retention models include the Student Departure Theory, Student
Engagement Theory, and Student Development Theory. The basis for Tinto’s Student Integration
Theories is founded upon the premise that student attrition is linked to both the formal and
informal processes of academic experiences in addition to social integration. Furthermore,
Tinto’s model states that a student’s success in higher education is based upon their commitment
to their institution as well as their academic and career goals.
Additional distinguished research on retention in the 1970’s and 1980’s includes Bean’s
Student Attrition Model and Astin’s Student Involvement Theory. Bean and Astin’s models for
student retention are based upon the foundational work of Tinto as well, but they disagreed with
the similarities between Durkheim’s Suicide Theory and student retention. Bean’s work
suggested that background characteristics such as gender, race, distance from home, influence
from their peers, socioeconomic status, and high school academic achievement in addition to
student satisfaction are the best predictors of college success. The foundation for Bean’s research
was based upon the previous works of Price (1977) and the models of employee turnover. Bean’s
15

(1980) Student Attrition Model found that student retention could be explained by the following
four categories: satisfaction, institutional commitment, organizational determinants, and personal
background characteristics (Alijohani, 2016).
However, current research in college retention suggests that these theories by Tinto and
Bean do not independently explain all of the factors related to college retention. The 2004 ACT
Policy Report recommended an integrated and holistic approach to college student retention. The
report recommending the following:
(1) determining student characteristics and needs and setting priorities; (2) incorporating
academic and nonacademic factors and creating educationally and socially inclusive and
supportive learning environments; (3) implementing early alert systems that assess,
monitor, and adequately respond to at-risk students; and (4) tracking retention indicators
and conducting cost-benefit analyses of attrition and persistence, including assessment of
results of intervention strategies and evaluation of institutional decision-making and
commitment to continuous improvement. (Lotkowski, Robbins, and Noeth, 2004, p. 19).
The 2010 edition of ACT’s What Works in Student Retention Report found that student
retention strategies must address both academic and non-academic factors in order to
successfully improve college student retention and graduation rates. Their strategies and
recommendations for colleges and universities included the following:
•

Academic stimulation and assistance: challenge in and support for academic
performance
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•

Personal future building: the identification and clarification of student goals and
directions

•

Involvement experiences: student participation/interaction with a wide variety of
programs and services on the campus

•

Improvement/redevelopment of the academic advising program

•

Special orientation programs

•

Establishment of early warning systems

•

Curricular innovations in credit programs

•

Freshmen seminar/university 101 for credit

•

Tutoring programs

•

Advising interventions with selected student populations

•

Mandated course placement testing program

•

Comprehensive learning assistance center/lab (What works in student retention,
2010, p. 2)

For these reasons, this dissertation is based upon Cabrera's Integrated Student Retention
Model (Cabrera et al., 1993) and Bean and Metzner’s Conceptual Model of Nontraditional
Undergraduate Student Attrition (Bean & Metzner, 1985). These particular models of student
retention have already integrated Tinto’s Student Integration Model (1975, 1987) and the Student
Attrition Model of Bean (1982). These models confirmed the assumptions of both of these very
significant and often cited retention theories by creating a theoretical model which shows that
student attrition is a result of a complex interaction between students’ personal academic and
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non-academic attributes as well as the characteristics of their academic institutions and the
significant impact of student–college fit on students’ intention to persist.
Definition of Terms
Key terms need to be clearly defined specifically as it pertains to this dissertation so that
the reader has a better understanding of the background and conclusions of the study, the
research process and methodology utilized, and the research design and theoretical framework
used. The terms listed and defined below are the ones most significant to this research study.
•

ACT – an assessment of college readiness through a standardized test for high
school achievement and college admissions in the United States. It is produced
by American College Testing (ACT).

•

At-Risk - An at-risk student is one that is in danger of not graduating, being
promoted, or meeting other education-related goals for any reason.

•

Complete College Tennessee Act of 2010 – a comprehensive reform agenda in
Tennessee that sought to transform public higher education through sweeping
changes in academic, fiscal, and administrative policies (Tennessee Higher
Education Fact Book, 2017).

•

Drive to 55 – The primary objective of Tennessee’s Drive to 55 is to raise the
percentage of Tennessee residents with a postsecondary degree or credential to 55
percent by the year 2025 in order to match the needs of the workforce (2016
Annual Joint Report of Pre-Kindergarten through Higher Education in
Tennessee, 2016).
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•

First generation college student – a student whose parents have not received a
bachelor’s degree or beyond (Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniakm, & Terenzini, 2004).

•

First-time student – A student who begins their first course in a post-secondary
institution other than a dual enrollment or dual credit course.

•

FTE – an institution’s full-time student enrollment

•

Lumina - A private foundation with a mission to expand student access to and
success in education beyond high school.

•

Pell-Eligible – students who were eligible to receive the Pell Grant award at any
time during their college career. Pell eligibility is based upon the student and/or
family’s income and financial need.

•

Persistence – continuous enrollment from one term to the next term (Tinto, 1975).

•

Postsecondary attainment – completion of a postsecondary degree or credential

•

Retention Rate – the percentage of a school's students who continue at that school
for the next academic year (Seidman, 1996).

•

Seamless Alignment and Learning Support (SAILS) – a “program that provides
high school seniors with the opportunity to complete all remedial math
requirements before graduating high school and to enroll in college-level math as
credit-bearing courses” (2016 Annual Joint Report of Pre-Kindergarten through
Higher Education in Tennessee, 2016, p. 21).

•

Tennessee Board of Regents (TBR) -The Tennessee Board of Regents (TBR) is
Tennessee's largest higher education system, governing 40 post-secondary
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educational institutions with over 200 teaching locations. The TBR system
includes 13 community colleges and 27 colleges of applied technology.
•

Tennessee College of Applied Technology (TCAT) – There are 27 TCATS across
the state of Tennessee whose mission is to provide residents the opportunity to
obtain technical, vocational, and professional skills necessary for access and
advancement in today’s job market (2016 Annual Joint Report of PreKindergarten through Higher Education in Tennessee, 2016).

•

Tennessee community colleges – a system of 13 public colleges across the state of
Tennessee with more than 65 teaching locations, over 480 academic programs,
and more than 350 workforce development programs. These institutions offer
final associate’s degrees, technical and industrial certificates, and associate’s
degrees for those students seeking to transfer to a four-year university (Tennessee
Higher Education Fact Book, 2017).

•

Tennessee Higher Education Commission – The Tennessee Higher Education
Commission is the state’s coordinating agency for higher education. Currently
guided by the 2015-2025 Master Plan for Tennessee Postsecondary Education,
THEC oversees an array of finance, academic, research, and consumer protection
initiatives that promote student success and support the state’s completion agenda
for postsecondary education. THEC actively seeks to develop policy
recommendation, programmatic initiatives, and partnerships that increase
educational attainment in the state while improving higher education access and
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success for all Tennesseans (2016 Annual Joint Report of Pre-Kindergarten
through Higher Education in Tennessee, 2016).
•

Tennessee Promise – A policy tool to assist in actualizing the Drive to 55 for
recent high school graduates by providing them with a last dollar scholarship that
covers up to full tuition at a Tennessee community college or college of applied
technology in addition to a mentor from their spring semester of their senior year
in high school to the completion of their first year in college (2016 Annual Joint
Report of Pre-Kindergarten through Higher Education in Tennessee, 2016).

•

Tennessee Promise Forward - Tennessee Promise Forward grants are provided to
selected community colleges in Tennessee by the Tennessee Higher Education
Commission for the purpose of allowing them the opportunity to expand
successful programs and develop innovative student supports that will increase
student retention and graduation.

•

Tennessee Reconnect – A policy tool to assist in actualizing the Drive to 55 by
providing adults with a last dollar scholarship to attain a college degree or
postsecondary credential.

•

Underserved Student Populations – Traditionally underserved student populations
may include minorities, low-income students, females in majors and careers
traditionally held by males, and first-generation college students.
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Assumptions

To determine the institutional sites for this study, existing data that was collected and
held by the Tennessee Higher Education Commission was utilized to select the five community
colleges in Tennessee with the highest retention rates. Therefore, the researcher must assume that
the data collection methods were sufficient to allow for accurate and complete data as well as the
initial data entry. Also, related to items such as student demographics, it must be assumed that
the students provided true, accurate, and complete information. Along these same lines, we must
assume that the participants from the institutions selected for this study were completely open,
honest, and truthful with their responses. Chapter three provides details regarding the safeguards
that have been put into place for this study to help assure this level of validity with the data from
the interviews.

Limitations
The primary limitation of this study is related to the generalization of these findings to a
larger audience. This entire study was limited to five public community colleges in the state of
Tennessee. Community colleges, community college students, and students in Tennessee are
unique, and the findings of this study may not be replicated the same way at private institutions,
4-year colleges or universities, out-of-state institutions, institutions with residential students,
institutions that have more selective admission policies, for-profit institutions, or possibly even
other community colleges in the state of Tennessee. Those are all opportunities for further
research based upon the findings of this study. Additional limits of this study might include the
resources of time and money used for the study and the number of institutions and individuals
that participated in the research.
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Conclusions
Since the passing of the Complete College Tennessee Act of 2010 and more recently the
Drive to 55, the state of Tennessee has drastically increased its focus and efforts on increasing
postsecondary attainment in Tennessee. Currently, Tennessee is behind the national average in
degree attainment and more importantly it is well behind where they need to be to fill all the jobs
that require a postsecondary degree or credential. The Tennessee Department of Education
(2016) reports that the high school graduation rate is at an all-time high of 88.5 percent, the high
school college-going rate has increased over 5 percent in the last 3 years, and with the Tennessee
Reconnect initiative as a most significant part of the Drive to 55, Tennessee has focused on
adults returning to college or attending for the first time in order to increase their skills and
abilities in the workforce. Much of the focus of the Complete College Tennessee Act and the
Drive to 55 initiatives are aimed at students enrolling and graduating from one of the 13 public
community colleges in Tennessee. However, the 6-year graduation rate for the 2009 cohort
(graduating classes 2010 – 2015) at community colleges across Tennessee was only 26.4 percent.
All of these college access efforts in Tennessee are meaningless if these college students do not
stay in school and finish their degree or postsecondary certificates.
The Tennessee Higher Education Commission, the Tennessee Board of Regents, and the
13 community colleges in Tennessee have drastically increased their level of support to assist
with student retention and graduation since 2012. This includes a multitude of new statewide and
institutional initiatives such as academic analytics and early alert programs, Tennessee Promise
Forward, mentoring and advising aspects of the Tennessee Promise, and revised remediation and
learning support initiatives. This also includes growing the funding, participation and success of
programs like campus orientations, freshmen bridge programs, freshmen or university 101
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courses, general tutoring and support services, course placement testing, and specific
interventions with at-risk populations. Research on college retention theories and frameworks is
quite large and diverse, but this study uses Cabrera‘s Student Retention Integrated Model (1993)
and Bean and Metzner’s Nontraditional Undergraduate Student Attrition Model (1985) and
applies them to community college students in Tennessee. These models best explain the recent
work by Lumina, ACT, The Pell Institute, the Educational Policy Institute, and Complete
College America which shows that retention efforts need to focus on both the academic and nonacademic factors of both the student and the institution.
In this research study of effective retention strategies across these five community
colleges in Tennessee from 2015 – 2017, chapter two of this paper will first provide a thorough
literature review of student retention theories and explain how these two models were selected
for this study and how they fit best with the current recommendations for student retention across
the United States. In chapter three, this paper will review the epistemology, methodology,
research design, data collection and data analysis, research questions, and the methods that will
be utilized in this research study. Chapter four will state the findings of this research study with
the five community colleges in Tennessee that have had the highest student retention rates since
the inception of the Tennessee Promise. This will help us to better understand the phenomenon
of college student retention, the most frequently utilized student retention strategies implemented
at these five community colleges across Tennessee, and the strategies that have been identified
by these institutions as being most effective with certain at-risk or underserved student
populations. Finally, chapter five of this paper will fully summarize and interpret the findings of
the research and explain its significance to higher education institutions and higher education
policy making and research bodies. There are limitations to this study and specific challenges to
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replicating these results at other community colleges, colleges outside of Tennessee, private
institutions, and four-year postsecondary institutions; but this study will be significant as it helps
define student retention and what has consistently worked at these five community colleges in
Tennessee. Chapter five will also provide the implications and possibilities for future related
research studies.
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature
Introduction
The purpose of this grounded theory research study was to identify and understand the
different programs, initiatives, and strategies that have been utilized at the five Tennessee
community colleges with the highest retention rates between fall 2015 and fall 2017.
Furthermore, this study will also identify ways that these community colleges have addressed
the student success needs of underserved student groups. This chapter will examine some of the
literature that shows the progression of and connection between many student retention theories
in higher education over the past 60 years including Durkenheim, Spady, Tinto, Bean, Cabrera,
and Sandler. The theoretical framework for this research study on community college retention
in Tennessee is based upon the Integrated Student Retention Model by Cabrera, Nora, &
Castaneda (1993) and Bean and Metzner’s Conceptual Model of Nontraditional Undergraduate
Student Attrition (1985). These two models will be fully explained in this chapter along with the
rationale explaining why these models were selected for this research study. Furthermore, this
chapter will review the current situation regarding higher education in Tennessee and especially
the importance of college retention and success in Tennessee higher education. This will include
recent research on college retention in Tennessee, current higher education initiatives in
Tennessee such as the Tennessee Promise, Tennessee Promise Forward, and the Tennessee
Reconnect programs, and policies and legislation in Tennessee that have had a major impact on
retention and graduation in higher education including the Complete College Tennessee Act of
2010 and the Outcomes Based Funding Formulas of 2010 and 2015. This section of the review
of literature will also articulate why only community colleges were selected for this study and
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why the dates between 2010 – 2017 were chosen. Finally, this chapter will conclude by
explaining the gap in retention literature that will at least be partially filled by this research, and
how this research will contribute to the body of knowledge and the field of study related to
college retention by defining what retention strategies are currently most effective and impactful
in a community college environment in Tennessee as described by the administrators at each
institution studied. With the current higher education environment and the unmet workforce
demands in Tennessee; THEC, TBR, and all the community colleges across the state of
Tennessee are constantly seeking to better understand, replicate, and implement retention
strategies that will have the greatest impact on their college retention and graduation rates.
Evolution of Retention Theory
Spady
Almost all of the early psychological and sociological models of retention theory,
including Spady (1970) and Tinto (1975), are derived from the research of Durkheim on Suicide
Prevention (Aljohani, 2016). Durkheim’s Theory of Suicide Prevention (1961) claimed that
suicide can be attributed to an individual’s lack of social and intellectual integration into the
social life of their society (Aljohani, 2016). Durkheim believed that the support of friends and
the sharing of group values and norms reduces the probability of suicide, and that individuals are
more likely to commit suicide when they are not able to successfully integrate into society
(Hutto, 2002). Tinto makes the following statement about Durkheim’s Theory on Suicide
Prevention (1961):
According to Durkheim (1961), suicide is more likely to occur when individuals are
insufficiently integrated into the fabric of society. Specifically, the likelihood of suicide
in society increases when two types of integration are lacking, insufficient moral (value)
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integration and insufficient collective affiliation. Largely the result of prevailing social
conditions, these forms of malintegration are seen, in the former instance, as the
outcome of one’s holding values highly divergent from those of the social collectivity,
and in the latter instance, as the result of insufficient personal interaction with other
members of the collectivity. (Tinto, 1975, p. 91)
Spady (1970) adapted Durkheim’s Theory of Suicide Prevention (1961) and applied it to
student departure. Durkheim’s Theory (1961) was based upon a permanent withdrawal from
society through suicide, while Spady believed that a student’s lack of integration on a college
campus could result in their withdrawal or departure from college. Spady argued that college
students generally have a certain type of norms, values, goals, and characteristics which help
them succeed in college, but those who do not possess those same characteristics often fail to fitin on campus and socially integrate with other students often resulting in the students’ departure
from college (Metz, 2002). Spady believed that a college campus has its own social system just
like society does in general, and that dropping out of college would be analogous to suicide in
society.
One can reasonably expect, then, that social conditions affecting dropout from the social
system of the college would resemble those resulting in suicide in the wider society;
namely, insufficient interactions with others in the college and insufficient congruency
with the prevailing value patterns of the college collectivity. Presumably, lack of
integration into the social system of the college will lead to low commitment to that
social system and will increase the probability that individuals will decide to leave
college and pursue alternative activities. (Tinto, 1975, pp. 91-92)
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Spady’s model of student departure is often referred to as the Sociological Model of
Dropouts in Higher Education, and the model is based upon the assumption that the dropout
process is best explained by the “fit” between the characteristics of the student and the
characteristics of the institution. If a student is not a good “fit” at that institution, they will fail to
socialize and integrate into the society, norms, and culture of the campus, and they will dropout
from the school. According to Andres & Carpenter (1997), Spady claims that family background
is one of the many sources that expose students to influences, expectations and demands of their
society, which in turn affect the students’ level of integration into the college campus. For a
student to be fully integrated into their college culture, he or she must meet the demands of the
college’s social and academic systems (Spady, 1970).
Tinto
Over the last 60 years, literally thousands of studies have been conducted on persistence,
retention, and dropping out of higher education. College retention is such a complex and
challenging issue because it involves many different interrelated and fluid variables about the
student, the higher education institution, and the environment. Also, the definition of a typical
college student, an institution of higher education, college retention, and educational demands on
the workforce has continued to evolve over the past 60 years in ways that have caused drastic
shifts in retention theories and frameworks. Although he was not the first researcher or author on
student retention, Vincent Tinto is the most cited and most tested in empirical studies (Pascarella,
1986). The list of retention theorists whose works include aspects and/or critiques of Tinto’s
retention theories include Pascarella, Terenzini, Astin, Bean, Metzner, Braxton, Cabrera, Berger,
and Tierney. Furthermore, this research study is based upon the Integrated Student Retention
Model (1993) by Cabrera et al. which combines the theories of Tinto and Bean, and the study
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utilizes Bean & Metzner’s (1985) Nontraditional Undergraduate Student Attritional Model which
was developed from a critique of Tinto’s Student Integration Model (1975).
Based upon the influence of Spady’s Explanatory Sociological Model of the Dropout
Process (1970) and Durkheim’s Suicide Prevention Theory (1961), Tinto developed his original
theoretical explanatory model of the student persistence/withdrawal process. Tinto’s Student
Integration Model (1975) proposed that student retention was linked to both formal and informal
academic experiences as well as social integration on campus. “Tinto’s model proposes that the
degree of success a student has in his or her pursuit of higher education influences the level of
commitment a student has to an institution, academic goals, and career goals” (Demetriou &
Schmitz-Sciborski, 2011, p. 302). Tinto collaborated with Cullen on his original work on student
retention titled, Dropout in Higher Education: A Review and Theoretical Synthesis of Recent
Research (1973). This study attempted to explain the interactive process between the individual
and the institution and resulted in a basic theoretical model for college student persistence. This
model of attrition was based upon the following 6 factors:
•

Pre-entry attributes (prior schooling and family background)

•

Goals/commitment (student aspirations and institutional goals)

•

Institutional experiences (academics, faculty interaction, co-curricular involvement,
and peer group interaction

•

Integration (academic and social)

•

Goals/commitment (intentions and external commitments)

•

Outcome (departure decision – graduate, transfer, dropout)
(Metz, 2002, p. 3)
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Tinto’s Student Integration Model (1975) was primarily based upon the academic and
social integration factors from his collaboration with Cullen, Spady’s Theory of Student
Departure (1970), and Durkheim’s Suicide Prevention Theory (1961). This theory explained that
students arrive on campus with certain expectations and aspirations, and their success through
college and obtaining a degree is based upon their integration into the college through certain
environmental factors on campus such as faculty-student interaction, peer group interaction, and
extracurricular involvement (Metz, 2002). The major idea behind Tinto’s Student Integration
Model (1975) was that although factors such as family background, individual attributes, and
goal commitment are important, student departure is primarily a function of the social integration
that occurs at the institution rather than what occurs prior to the enrollment decision. Figure 1
below displays Tinto’s Student Integration Model (1975) including all the factors identified by
the theory.

(Figure 1) Tinto’s Student Integration Model (1975)
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Tinto’s Student Integration Theory (1975) was initially criticized for applying
Durkheim’s Theory of Suicide Prevention (1961) to a student choosing to dropout of higher
education (Pascarella, 1986). Tinto called this educational suicide or voluntary withdrawal
(Tinto, 1975). Over time, Tinto’s original theory of retention was also criticized for its limited
view of a college student, its inadequate definition of an institution of higher education, and the
omission of environmental factors on student success. Although Tinto’s theory of retention was
sound in many ways and theoretically based on interactionist theory, it could not be universally
applied to all students and all institutions. For example, Tinto’s original model was applied to
residential students at 4-year universities, and the theory has been constantly criticized because it
does not completely explain retention for disadvantaged college students, students from low
incomes families, students over the traditional age, minority and ethnic students, academically
underprepared students, working students, community college students, commuter students, or
students enrolled at technical and vocational schools. However, higher education institutions,
college student populations, and access to higher education looked very different during this time
period than it does today. This research study will focus on many of the student groups identified
by the critics of Tinto’s original model of student retention. Tinto’s original theory also failed to
address the important role of financial resources on student persistence as well as the impact of
external commitments such as the obligations to one’s family and work (Tinto, 1987).
Tinto continuously changed and added to his model of retention for the next 30 plus
years. These changes have included the decision-making process concerning goal commitment
and dropping out, the need to match the needs and expectations of the student with the “best fit”
institution, and the importance of the institution supporting students through the college-going
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process (Demetriou & Schmitz-Sciborski, 2011). He also later identified the stages of his initial
retention theory as separation, transition, and incorporation, and he explained that these stages
are applicable to every to student and every situation. However, Tinto admitted that his original
theory did not fully consider institutional type or student characteristics (Tinto, 1987). Tinto
(2006) also readily admitted that his theory of student retention is not well suited to commuting
institutions where institutional communities are difficult and sometimes impossible. All of the
community colleges in Tennessee are commuting institutions, and they have had to work very
hard, creatively, and intentionally, to create the learning community that Tinto has described.
Tinto did not believe that the factors of academic and social integration were as important to
student persistence for commuter students, but more significantly he explained that academic
involvements were more important to retaining these students than social involvement (Davidson
& Wilson, 2013). Tinto later concluded that the attributes of student retention include
psychological, societal, economic, organizational, and interaction factors (Metz, 2002). Tinto’s
final Model of Student Institutional Departure (1993) explained that colleges are made up of both
academic and social systems, and students need to be integrated into both systems to succeed
(Aljohani, 2016).
The secret to successful retention lies, as it always has, in the very foundations of the
higher educational enterprise rightly understood, namely that it is at its core an enterprise
committed to the education of all its students, faculty, and staff members. (Tinto, 1987,
p.3)
Bean
One of the next researchers that added significantly to the body of knowledge on
retention and persistence was John Bean. Based upon the research of James Price on workplace
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satisfaction, burnout, and turnover; Bean compared turnover in a work organization with college
student attrition. Bean created a causal Student Attrition Model (1980) that was based upon the
following four classes of variables: background variables, organizational determinants,
intervening variables, and dependent variables (Bean, 1981). Background variables include
factors such as parents’ education, socioeconomic status, and high school grades; organizational
determinants include things such as university grade point average, major, housing, and the
relationship with advisors/staff/faculty; the intervening variables included measures of the
students’ attitude and satisfaction with the school which was measured by their institutional
commitment; and finally the dependent variable is the student remaining enrolled at the
institution or dropping out (Bean, 1981). According to this causal model of student attrition, the
background variables influenced the organization determinants, which influenced the intervening
variables, and finally those variables influenced the dependent variable of college retention.
Additionally, Bean added the following four personal determinants of student retention: goal
commitment, certainty in college major, certainty in occupation, and personal self-confidence
that have a direct effect on institutional commitment and dropping out (Bean, 1981). Bean (1981)
also included six environmental factors that he believed influenced the dropout decision but not
necessarily through the intervening variables. These six environmental variables included the
“opportunity to transfer, the opportunity to get a job, family approval of the institution, family
responsibilities, the likelihood of marrying, and the difficult of financing one’s education” (Bean,
1981, p. 11).
Bean’s Causal Model of Student Attrition (1980) has been found to explain over 50
percent of the variance in retention for university freshmen, but it also discovered that some of
the variables that are significant predictors for males are very different than the significant
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variables for females (Bean, 1981). Bean (1981) found that the most significant variables for
student retention for men was college grade point average, educational goals, institutional fit,
social activities on campus, and their status as a residential or non-residential student. Bean
(1981) discovered that the best predictors for retention in women were high school preparation,
institutional fit, social activities on campus, and the student’s frequency of interacting with the
faculty and staff on campus. Based upon this model, Bean (1981) made the following
suggestions to institution to improve their college retention rates:
1. Admit students with high standardized test scores and high school grades.
2. Identify for students (and prospective students) the usefulness of their education later
for employment.
3. Create strict absenteeism policies, and make sure that these are enforced for low
confidence/ability students.
4. Create or maintain courses and co-curricular activities from which students derive
satisfaction.
5. Maintain or create programs which increase a student’s loyalty to the institution.
6. Allow students to participate in the decision-making process.
7. Encourage or require students, especially women, to participate in co-curricular
activities.
8. Maintain or create outreach programs for parents of students.
9. Do not encourage students to marry while in college.
10. Recruit students whose parents are well educated.
11. Recruit students from larger high schools near the institution.
(Bean, 1981, pp. 30 – 34)
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Later, using a similar approach and theory, Bean simplified his original attrition model
and created the Student Dropout Syndrome Model (1985). This model simply grouped variables
together and suggested the effect that one group has on the other variables. For example, the
model includes the exogenous variables of academic factors, social-psychological factors, and
environmental factors which impact the endogenous factors of socialization and college
selection, and finally all the factors influence the likelihood of a student dropping out of school.
Figure two below shows Bean’s Student Dropout Syndrome Model (1985).

Adapted from “Interactions Effects Based on Class Level in an Explanatory Model of College Student
Dropout Syndrome,” by John P. Bean, 1985, American Educational Research Journal, 22, p. 37.
Copyright1985 by American Educational Research Association.

Figure 2 - Bean’s Student Dropout Syndrome Model (1985)
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This model was tested through the lens of institutional effectiveness through a study by
Thomas & Bean (1988), and they found from this study that the most significant factors for
college student retention from the institution’s perspective was education and general
expenditures, the strength of religious affiliation, scholarly activity of the faculty, alumni
recruiting, and on-campus interviews of prospective students. Bean’s models for student attrition
have been cited, studied, and enhanced over the years by other researchers on college retention
including Metzner, Cabrera, and Luke.
Cabrera
This study on community college retention and success initiatives in Tennessee is
primarily based upon the retention theories of Cabrera et al. (1993) and Bean and Metzner
(1985). Previously, this review of literature explored the retention theories of Tinto and Bean.
Although both Tinto’s Student Integration Models for Retention (1975, 1982, 1993) and Bean’s
Causal Models of Student Attrition (1980, 1985) have both been cited and researched many
times over the years, studies have shown that they both only provide a partial picture of student
retention, and that neither one fully explains all the variables and factors involved in the college
persistence and success process by itself. Cabrera et al. (1993) established a model that combined
the social integration model of Tinto and the attrition theories of Bean by creating an Integrated
Student Retention Model (1993).
The Student Retention Model by Cabrera et al. (1993) uses the causal pathway explained
by Bean with the additional variables related to social integration identified by Tinto. This
created the most comprehensive and complete picture of student retention to date (Cabrera et
al.,1993). Both the integration and attrition models have proven to be valid in explaining student
persistence behavior, but Cabrera’s model merges the two and creates a framework that is a
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better predictor of college persistence. Cabrera et al. (1993) documented the degree to which
these two theories could be merged to explain students’ decisions about dropping out or
persisting by simultaneously testing all the non-overlapping variables and propositions
underlying both models.
The integrated model accounted for 45 percent of the variance observed in persistence
and for 42 percent of the variance observed in Intent to Persist. Results overall support
the propositions embedded in the hypothesized integrated model. The structural relations
among academic and social integration factors, as well as those among commitment
factors, are consistent with both Tinto’s and Bean’s theoretical frameworks. Furthermore,
support was found for the presumed role of external factors in facilitating the transition of
the student into the academic component of the institution, as well as the effect of
encouragement from friends and family on commitments to the institution. (Cabrera et al.
1993, pp. 132-133)
This study showed that a more comprehensive and accurate model of student retention
could be achieved by merging the frameworks of Tinto and Bean. The Integrated Student
Retention Model (1993) revealed the complex interplay between the different individual,
institutional, and environmental factors. Furthermore, it also showed that the environmental
factors were more complex than originally envisioned by Tinto (1975), and that encouragement
and support from significant others is a much more important predictor of student persistence
than explained by the models by Tinto or Bean. Figure 3 below shows Cabrera’s Integrated
Student Retention Model (1993) and the direct effect that each variable had on persistence in the
study.
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Integrated Student Retention Model. Adapted from “College Persistence: Structural Equations Modeling Test of an
Integrated Model of Student Retention”, by A.F. Cabrera, A. Nora, and M. B. Castaneda, 1993, The Journal of Higher
Education, 64, p. 128. Copyright 1993 by the Journal of Higher Education.

Figure 3 - Cabrera’s Integrated Student Retention Model

As explained by Cabrera et al. (1993), the Integrated Student Retention Model (1993) is
the most complete and comprehensive student retention model to date for traditional
undergraduate students at four-year colleges and universities. This framework accurately depicts
the retention scenario for a significant number of students included in this study at the
community colleges in Tennessee; however it certainly does not apply to all of them. For
example, Sandler (2000) suggested adding a career planning and development construct to
Cabrera’s model when studying the retention of nontraditional students at two-year and four-year
urban colleges. However, his research found that this variable only provided a moderate direct
effect on intent to persist and a very small indirect effect on persistence. Luke, Redekop, &
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Burgin (2015) suggested adding a variable that measures career decision self-efficacy (CDSE) to
Bean’s Model of Attrition (2005) when predicting persistence for community college students.
The results from their study found that the intent to persist was a very good predictor of
persistence in some community college students, but that the impact and predictability of the
model including the CDSE variable varied significantly between many factors including gender,
age, and several psychological factors (Luke, Redekop, & Burgin, 2015). For these reasons, this
study will supplement Cabrera’s Integrated Student Retention Model (1993) with Bean and
Metzner’s Conceptual Model of Nontraditional Undergraduate Student Attrition to provide the
complete conceptual framework for student retention at the community colleges in Tennessee.
Bean and Metzner
All of the older models of student retention (Spady, 1970; Tinto, 1975, 1982, 1993; Bean,
1980, 1985; Astin, 1984, Pascarella, 1980, 1985; Cabrera et al., 1993) primarily studied
traditional college students at 4-year colleges and universities as they developed their models of
retention and persistence. Many of today’s college students, and especially those at community
colleges like those in Tennessee represented in this study, have very different circumstances,
variables, and challenges to retention and graduation compared to those observed in other models
of persistence and attrition. For example, community college students are often older, they
commute to school rather than living on campus, they are more likely to be part-time students
and working full or part-time jobs, they often have significant family responsibilities, they are
often academically underprepared for college, they have been out of school for a number of
years, and they are more likely than their peers at 4-year colleges and universities to be
economically disadvantaged, minorities, and first-generation college students (Bean & Metzner,
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1985). Nontraditional and community college students are much more likely to be defined as “atrisk” than their counterparts at traditional 4-year colleges and universities.
With the launch of the Tennessee Promise and Tennessee Reconnect initiatives in
Tennessee, the number of at-risk and underserved students at these community colleges in
Tennessee has continued to grow for the past several years. Bean and Metzner (1985) noted that
the nontraditional student looks very different than the typical traditional college student, but
they also explained that the number of nontraditional college students has grown significantly as
a portion of the total college student population in the United States for the past 30 years. This
makes the retention and degree attainment of this population even more important in today’s
higher education environment. Bean and Metzner found that the greatest “difference between the
attrition process of traditional and nontraditional students is that nontraditional students are more
affected by the external environment than by the social integration variables affecting traditional
student attrition” (Bean & Metzner, 1985, p. 485).
Bean and Metzner developed a very complex model based primarily upon four sets of
variables, but also environmental factors are embedded into each set of variables in addition to
their direct effect on the dropout decision. The first set of variables are called background and
defining variables and they include age, enrollment status, residence, educational goals, high
school performance, ethnicity, and gender. These backgrounds and defining variables have an
impact on all the other groups of variables in their model. The next group of variables in the
model, called the academic variables, includes study habits, academic advising, absenteeism,
major certainty, and course availability. The third group of variables is the environmental
variables, and these include finances, hours of employment, outside encouragement, family
responsibilities, and the opportunity to transfer. The final group of variables is psychological
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outcome variables which include utility, satisfaction, goal commitment, and stress. Additionally,
social integration variables, academic outcome variables, and intention to leave the institution are
also included in the model by Bean & Metzner (1985).
Bean and Metzner found that social integration variables have only minimal effects on
retention for nontraditional students compared to the importance of social integration for
traditional college students. For nontraditional students, environmental variables that are outside
of the campus community such as family responsibilities, finances, and employment are much
more important to the students’ persistence. Additionally, they argue that although the
longitudinal process of attrition may be similar for traditional and nontraditional students, the
impact and variance of each variable can change considerably based upon the student’s subgroup
including ethnicity, gender, student status (full or part-time), age, academic preparation, and the
type of institution. Bean and Metzner concluded their study by stating the following:
The model is flexible enough to guide studies of different populations in various
institutional settings. However, a model that tries to capture the general differences
between traditional and nontraditional students will miss many of the details of the
attrition process for nontraditional students and thus may fail to account for much of the
variance found in specific nontraditional subpopulations. (Bean & Metzner, 1985, p. 530)
Therefore, this grounded theory approach to studying community college retention and
success initiatives in Tennessee is based upon two theoretical frameworks: The Integrated Model
of Student Retention (Cabrera et al., 1993) and the Conceptual Model of Nontraditional
Undergraduate Student Attrition (Bean & Metzner, 1985).
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Student Retention at Community Colleges
Community college enrollment has grown from 15 % of the total college enrollment in
the United States in 1963 to 34 % of the total college enrollment population in 2010 (Clotfelter,
Ladd, Muschkin, & Vigdor, 2013). This population will most likely continue to grow with
initiatives and organizations such as Achieving the Dream, Lumina, Gates Foundation, Complete
College America, and Tennessee’s Drive to 55 initiative. However, retention theorists Pascarella
and Terenzini noted that although the student population of community colleges in the United
States is approaching 40 percent of all college enrollment, too few research studies have been
completed on the community college environment and the community college student (Wild &
Ebbers, 2002). This study focuses entirely on the retention of students at community colleges in
Tennessee because the majority of Tennessee Promise students, Tennessee Reconnect students,
and college-going students from high schools in Tennessee will start their postsecondary
education at one of the thirteen community colleges in the state of Tennessee. Students choose
these community colleges over traditional public or private four-year institutions for a variety of
reasons, but community college retention has its own unique challenges and obstacles. The
students, institutions, and communities are all unique compared to traditional four-year colleges
and four-year college students. Therefore, the strategies, initiatives, policies, programs, and
support to retain these students and help them graduate compared to traditional college students
must also be very different. However, most studies on student retention have been conducted at
traditional four-year institutions because the community colleges are fairly new in comparison.
The current purpose, mission, and structure of the public community colleges across the United
States are usually traced back to the Truman Commission of 1947 and evolved with the Carnegie
Commission on Higher Education of 1970, and the Higher Education Acts of 1964 and 1972
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(Drury, 2003). For example, the University of Tennessee was founded in 1794, but the first nine
community colleges in Tennessee were established between 1966 and 1977 (Williams, 2017).
First, using the Tennessee Promise and Tennessee Reconnect Scholarships, residents in
the state of Tennessee can attend these Tennessee community colleges without having to pay
tuition or any mandatory fees. Also, through Pell grants and other awards, many of these students
are actually receiving funds in excess of the tuition cost of the community colleges, and they can
use these additional funds for books, laptops, transportation, or miscellaneous living expenses.
This is a great way for Tennessee to expand access to higher education, but this also means that
community college students are more likely to come from families that are considered lowincome and first-generation compared to students that attend traditional four-year postsecondary
institutions. Nationally, 36 percent of first-generation students were attending community
colleges in 2014 (Everett, 2015). In the fall of 2017, twenty-four percent of the full-time students
in the state of Tennessee were attending a Tennessee community college and forty-six percent of
those students were classified as Pell-eligible (2017-2018 Tennessee Higher Education Fact
Book, 2018). This means that these students are more likely to be impacted by financial
situations at home which may force them to work full-time, be responsible for the care of
dependents and siblings, and struggle to pay for things like food, transportation related expenses,
healthcare, rent, and utilities. These students often must struggle with decisions about their
priorities and responsibilities between school, taking care of their families, and paying for
necessary living expenses. Additionally, as many of these community college students are also
first-generation college students, often they do not have role models at home that understand the
academic and social pressure on college students, the support structures in place and the hidden
rules of success, or the need for a college degree in society today.
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One challenge associated with comparing the graduation and retention rates of
community colleges with the student success rates of 4-year colleges is that students from 4-year
institutions frequently have a much stronger educational background, so those institutions have a
built-in advantage in achieving higher graduation rates (Clotfelter et al., 2013) This attribution
problem could be due to a number of background characteristics such as economically
disadvantaged, students with low academic ability, or students who attended high schools that
did not adequately prepare their students for college. Everett (2015) found that community
college students are frequently unprepared for the academic rigor of postsecondary education;
they do not have adequate time management, test taking, note taking, or communication skills;
and often they must take remedial courses in college to first prepare them for credit-bearing
college courses. Everett (2015) found the following:
First-generation students arrived at college less academically prepared than their nonfirst-generation counterparts. As high school students, first generation students are less
likely to have access to demanding courses or advanced placement courses, they may
thus have lower SAT scores. Additional challenges include time management skills and
study skills. Only 33 % of self-identified lower-income students, who were often firstgeneration students, believed they were prepared for college academic requirements, as
compared to 80 % of their upper-income counterparts. (p.54)
Another obstacle associated with the retention of community college students is related to
the mission of community colleges, the intent of community college students, and the lack of
belonging or connection that community college students have to the college or one another.
Some students attend community college with a plan to transfer to a four-year college after two
years and eventually complete a bachelor’s degree in a specific program. However, many
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community college students enroll in school without a specific plan, major, or career goal. These
students often have an “undecided” major or if they have a major, they are not particular vested
in that decision. For these students, when school gets difficult or things happen in their life that
takes their attention away from school, they will often drop out of school because they were not
that committed to an end goal of graduation to begin anyway. These students often went to the
community college because it was free, it was easy for them to apply and get accepted, it was
close to where they lived, their friends or girlfriend was going there, or their parents encouraged
them, but they were personally never committed or determined to go to college and earn a
degree. Also, previous retention research by Clotfelter et al. (2013) has shown that student
retention on a traditional college campus is impacted by the sense of belonging and supportive
environment of the campus and the support structures that they have in place. However, all
community college students in Tennessee are commuter students, many of them are working
part-time or even full-time jobs, many them are older than traditional college-age students and
have additional responsibilities at home, and many of them are parents. For these reasons, they
often only come to campus for their classes, and they often miss out on the support systems in
place to encourage a sense of community on the campus or to help them in areas such as
tutoring, career guidance, and advising.
For these reasons cited along with many others, community colleges do serve a very
important purpose in today’s higher education landscape, but the retention and graduation of
these students can be very challenging. Everett (2015) described the open door of the community
college as a “revolving door” due to the low retention and graduation rates (p. 54). Everett
(2015) went on to say that community colleges might find some of the traditional retention
strategies such as course-placement testing programs, tutoring programs, freshmen seminars, and
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comprehensive learning centers utilized at four-year institutions helpful, but those traditional
programs alone will not be adequate to lift the community college retention and graduation rates
to an acceptable level. Beneath the Surface: The State of Higher Education in Tennessee (2018)
highlighted a few of the community college retention initiatives that have recently been
successful in Tennessee, and these include summer bridge programs, adequate college and career
exploration in high school, work-based learning opportunities in high school, and aligning the
pipeline of talent to the needs of the local employers.
Walters and McKay (2005) conducted a study on community college retention and
determined that community colleges should use a “comprehensive and flexible strategic planning
process as a way of preserving the core mission of the two-year institution while challenging
assumptions about existing structures and processes” (p. 54). Their research led to the following
findings related to the strategic planning to address the issues of institutional retention:
•

Revisit the mission statement

•

Determine the internal and external strengths and weaknesses of the institution

•

From that determination, establish and prioritize feasible goals and objectives that are
benchmarked, assessed continuously, and integrated into the existing organizational
structure and culture.

•

Align funding sources with the goals and objectives of the planning system.

•

Establish clear lines of accountability and performance review dates with respect to
expectations and evaluation.

•

Ensure that within the strategic plan is a core philosophy that deals with strategic
enrollment management.

47

•

Engage in ongoing professional development training to increase participation,
transparency, and ownership of the planning process. (Walters & McKay, 2005, p. 55)
Additional research on community college retention was conducted by Wild & Ebbers

(2002). They found that for a community college to design and implement a successful retention
program they must first “shift the focus from what is wrong with the student to what is wrong
with the institution” (p. 509). That approach will guide the institution in designing a
comprehensive retention program that will best meet the needs of all students. Wild and Ebbers
(2002) identified the following very broad strategies for increasing community college retention:
developing appropriate indicators of student retention, creating learning communities and cohort
groups, developing directed retention programs for low-income and educationally disadvantaged
students, and developing tutoring programs and supplemental instruction for students who are
having difficulty in class (p. 510).
Retention Research in Tennessee
Tennessee, along with all other states, has struggled with degree attainment from their
public institutions of higher education for many years. During the same time, public institutions
of higher education in Tennessee and across the United States were funded through models such
as base-plus funding, enrollment-based funding, and early performance-based funding; all of
which primarily provided state funding to public institutions based upon their enrollment
(Kosten, 2016). Sometimes, this included identifying enrollment on the 14th day of class each
semester, but the institution’s funding was not based upon the students’ attendance or success
after that point. Therefore, for funding purposes, the primary objective of these postsecondary
institutions was focused on increasing their enrollment rather than increasing their efficiency and
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effectiveness in helping their students complete their college degrees. College enrollments were
growing over time at most higher education institutions across Tennessee and so were collegegoing rates for high school students across the state (Wright, 2016). At the same time, many
federal and state initiatives were focused on college access, but college attainment rates were
relatively flat. According to Kolsten (2016), state policymakers wanted postsecondary
institutions to develop and implement new and more effective academic programs, improve
college access for underrepresented and at-risk students, support their mission to provide for the
public good, and most importantly to increase educational attainment for everyone.
In 2010, the Tennessee State Legislature passed the Complete College Tennessee Act
(CCTA). The Complete College Tennessee Act was initiated by the Tennessee Higher Education
Commission (THEC), Governor Phil Bredesen, and a bi-partisan group of Tennessee legislators.
It was a product of several years of research, discussions, debates, and studies from these groups
and individuals. The primary goal of the Complete College Tennessee Act of 2010 was to
improve college completion and attainment in Tennessee. The CCTA was also designed to
improve cooperation between the Tennessee Higher Education Commission and the colleges and
universities in the Tennessee Board of Regents and the University of Tennessee system. The
CCTA made the following changes to higher education policy in Tennessee:
1. stated that public higher education funding would be based on outcomes, including
but not limited to end-of-term enrollment, timely progress toward degree completion,
student transfer activity and student success;
2. established common course numbering at the freshman and sophomore levels to
promote consistency and quality across the two-tier system;
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3. created a statewide transfer policy so that any student who earned a two-year degree
at a community college could transfer seamlessly to a four-year university as a junior,
with no loss of credits; and
4. required the Tennessee Board of Regents and University of Tennessee systems to
establish dual admission agreements between the two- and four-year colleges and
universities. (Wright, 2016, p. 2)
Tying funding to the achievement of goals and objectives is not a new idea in public
higher education financing. It is the type of objectives that are new and not the idea of paying for
performance. Outcomes-based funding is paying for an institution’s performance based on
outcomes rather than their inputs. Jones (2016) stated the following:
All funding models create incentives for institutional behavior. In the past, institutions
have been rewarded for increasing access and enrolling more students. Enrollment-driven
formulas became the norm, with the access objective so strongly embedded in financing
policy and institutional cultures that change is now difficult. But access is no longer the
sole – or even dominant-goal in many states. Student success and completion of academic
programs (increased degree production) are on the ascendancy as state priorities. Over
the years, decision makers and analysts have become very good at devising ways to
appropriately reward improvements in school access. The task now is to become equally
adept at rewarding a different set of goals. The current wave of outcome-based funding
is a variation of a well-practiced theme, not a completely new idea. (p. 5)
According to Kolsten (2016), outcomes-based funding allows states to communicate and
encourage alignment with mission, goals, and objectives for higher education by distributing
state funding to public postsecondary institutions based on specific measures of outcomes. In
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Tennessee, after the CCTA of 2010 was passed, THEC formed a Formula Review Committee
(FRC) that consisted of institutional, system, and government stakeholders to provide advice,
guidance, and oversight on the creation of an outcomes-based funding formula. THEC also
sought feedback and assistance from university and community college presidents, chancellors,
and chief administrators. Through this difficult and in-depth process, THEC produced an
outcomes-based funding formula that would fund public postsecondary institutions in Tennessee
based upon metrics that measure success as well as weights that reflect the institutions’ priorities
and mission (2015 -2020 Outcomes-based funding formula overviews, 2015). Designing a
comprehensive, fair, and effective formula with input from all the stakeholders was of the utmost
importance.
One theory that supports the Tennessee Outcomes-Based Funding Formula is the
traditional performance-based funding theory. The real difference between performance-based
funding and the most recent outcomes-based funding model is the metrics that are being
monitored and rewarded. With the performance-based funding theory, the state uses policy and
financial levers to change individual and institutional behaviors. However, with the Tennessee
Outcomes-Based Funding Formula, the goal of changing these behaviors is based upon degree
completion and attainment as opposed to enrollment. According to Richard Kazi of Jobs for the
Future, performance-based funding theory allows states to identify the goals and behaviors that
they wish to encourage, but it allows higher education institutions the flexibility and autonomy to
control the design and framework necessary to achieve the desired goals as well as the resources
needed as well (Altstadt, 2012).
Based upon the foundation of the CCTA and the Tennessee Outcomes-Based Funding
Formulas of 2010-2015 and 2015-2020, this study examines the retention and success programs
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and initiatives at the five Tennessee community colleges with the highest retention rates between
fall 2015 and fall 2017. Community colleges were selected for this study because of their
traditionally low retention and graduation rates compared to the 4-year institutions in Tennessee
and the Tennessee Colleges of Applied Technology; and because a significant majority of at-risk
students in Tennessee, if they choose to go to college, start their postsecondary education at
community colleges. Community colleges were also selected because the Tennessee Promise
award is primarily used at the thirteen community colleges in Tennessee. This research will
contribute to the body of knowledge and the field of study related to community college
retention by identifying retention strategies that have been utilized during the first two years of
the Tennessee Promise.
Conclusion
As pointed out in this review of literature, there have been thousands of studies
conducted on the retention and persistence of college students over the past 60 years. These
studies have included many aspects of traditional and nontraditional college students as well as
every type of postsecondary institution, and they have predominantly discovered that college
persistence is explained through a combination of individual, institutional, and environmental
variables. This study is unique and fills a gap in the literature because it will focus on community
college retention in Tennessee since the passing of the Complete College Tennessee Act, the
Tennessee Outcomes-Based Funding Formula of 2010, the Drive to 55, and the Tennessee
Promise. The theoretical framework for this study will be based upon the Integrated Model of
Student Retention (Cabrera et al., 1993) and the Conceptual Model of Nontraditional
Undergraduate Student Attrition (Bean & Metzner, 1985). This study used a grounded theory
approach with a constructivist framework to identify the best practices, programs, services, and
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strategies used at the five Tennessee community colleges with the highest first-time full-time
freshmen retention rates for the years 2015 – 2016 and 2016 – 2017.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
Introduction
Using a grounded theory approach, the purpose of this qualitative research study was to
identify and understand the different programs, initiatives, and strategies that have been utilized
at the five Tennessee community colleges with the highest retention rates between fall 2015 and
fall 2017. From the fall of 2015 to the fall of 2016, these were the five community colleges in
Tennessee with the highest first-time, full-time, freshmen retention rates each year in order from
first to fifth: Motlow State Community College, Pellissippi State Community College, Roane
State Community College, Northeast State Community College, and Columbia State Community
College (Tennessee Higher Education Commission, 2017). Also, from the fall of 2016 to the fall
of 2017, these were the five community colleges in Tennessee with the highest first-time, fulltime, freshmen retention rates each year in order from first to fifth: Northeast State Community
College, Motlow State Community College, Roane State Community College, Columbia State
Community College, Pellissippi State Community College (Tennessee Higher Education
Commission, 2018). The average Tennessee community college retention rate from 2015 to 2016
was 56 %, while the top five institutions had rates between 56.9 % and 62.8 %. By the next year,
the fall to fall community college retention rate had increased to 57.9 % while the top 5
Tennessee community colleges had rates between 59.5 % and 63.5 %. Therefore, since the same
five institutions were in the top five of the thirteen Tennessee community colleges each year
after the launch of the Tennessee Promise, then those are the five community colleges selected
for this study. Although the student success strategies, policies, and programs that work at these
institutions are not guaranteed to yield the same results at other institutions, these best practices
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for community college retention and graduation obtained from these community colleges in
Tennessee can be used to inspire and inform other community colleges in Tennessee and
throughout the United States about what is working in todays’ challenging environment of
college success and degree attainment in Tennessee. This information will be of great value and
could lead to policy and funding changes from the Tennessee State Legislature, the Tennessee
Higher Education Commission, the Tennessee Board of Regents, or any of the community
colleges across the state of Tennessee as they seek to replicate and implement the retention
strategies found here. This research will contribute to the body of knowledge and the field of
study related to community college retention by identifying and helping us to better understand
the retention strategies utilized at these five community colleges in Tennessee.
This qualitative study used a constructivist grounded theory approach to examine the
retention practices of those five institutions that were most effective at retaining their freshmen
during the first two years of the Tennessee Promise. This was accomplished through the
triangulation of data by interviewing some of the administrators at those institutions in-person,
collecting and analyzing artifacts and documents that outline their retention and success
programs and initiatives, and following-up via email with each institutional administrator that
was interviewed. This chapter will present the rationale for using a constructivist grounded
theory approach and the constructivist theoretical framework in addition to providing an
explanation of the research design process applied in this study, the data collection and analysis
process that will be utilized, and the elements of academic rigor employed that will provide the
necessary standards for superior quality research.
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Epistemology
How do we know what we know? The epistemological paradigm for a study refers to
how knowledge is gained and the nature and scope of the knowledge. Epistemology is simply the
theory of knowledge, and the epistemological paradigm answers the question of how we know
what we know. However, the response to this question in a research study means so much more
than that as it also provides a foundation for the remainder of the research. The purpose for the
study and the research questions proposed typically determine the epistemological paradigm, and
the paradigm that is selected will then determine the methodology and methods that will be
utilized in the study. According to Creswell (1994), one of the primary questions answered by
the chosen paradigm is the relationship between the researcher and that which is being
researched. Merriam (2009) explains the four basic epistemological perspectives as they are
explained below. The positivist/postpositivist perspective assumes that reality exists, and it is
observable, stable, rigid, and measurable. This research is often studied through a quantitative
approach and is often labeled scientific or experimental. The next paradigm is called the
interpretivist/constructivist perspective, and it assumes that reality and knowledge is socially
constructed and that there is no singular reality. In this paradigm, qualitative researchers do not
find knowledge, they construct it, and there can be multiple realities or interpretations of the
same event. The next paradigm is referred to as a critical perspective, and it goes beyond simply
discovering knowledge or determining the interpretations of others. The goal of critical research
is to challenge and critique traditional thinking for the purpose of empowering, transforming, and
emancipating individuals that have been treated unfairly. This research includes feminist, critical
race theory, neo-Marxist, critical ethnography, participatory action research, and many others.

56

Finally, the fourth paradigm is the postmodern/poststructural epistemological perspective. This
perspective questions the assumptions that there is a place where reality exists.
There is no single truth with a capital T; rather there are multiple truths. Postmodernists
celebrate diversity among people, ideas, and institutions. By accepting the diversity and
plurality of the world, no one element is privileged or more powerful than another.
(Merriam, 2009, p. 10)
This research study will follow a constructivist paradigm using a qualitative grounded
theory approach. Rather than using a quantitative research approach which could be useful to
determine cause and effect relationships in college retention, predict future trends in graduation
rates, or describe the distribution of the population of the college graduates at each institution,
this qualitative study will help uncover the meaning of college retention and identify the college
retention strategies and services utilized at these selected community colleges in Tennessee. This
approach will examine these strategies through the lenses and interpretations of the
administrators at each institution, but also through the socially constructed lens of the researcher.
Knowledge will be gained through the understanding, experiences, and interpretations of the
administrators and artifacts studied at each campus. According to Charmaz (2008), “Grounded
theory informed by social constructionism can lead to vibrant studies with theoretical
implications that address why questions” (p. 398). In the case of this study, the “why” question is
simply why the retentions rates at these five community colleges are higher than many of the
other institutions. As we gain a better understanding of the comprehensive student retention and
success plans at these institutions, then we explored the phenomenon of community college
retention and learned what these institutions are doing to address the needs of their students and
help them succeed.
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The epistemology of a study is what separates justified belief from opinion, and it
answers basic questions such as what is knowledge, what is the justification for the knowledge,
and what is the structure, sources, and limits for the knowledge and justification (Gialdino,
2009). According to Lincoln & Guba (2013),
The “realities” taken to exist depend on a transaction between the knower and the “to be
known” in the particular context in which the encounter between them take place. That
transaction is necessarily highly subjective, mediated by the knower’s prior experience
and knowledge, by political and social status, by gender, by race, class, sexual
orientation, nationality, by personal and cultural values, and by knower’s interpretation
(construction) of the contextual surround. Knowledge is not “discovered” but rather
created; it exists only in the time/space framework in which it is generated. (p. 40)
The relationship between epistemology and constructivist grounded theory research has
been succinctly defined and explained by Mills, Bonner, & Francis (2006) in this quote.
Epistemologically, constructivism emphasizes the subjective interrelationship between
the researcher and participant, and the co-construction of meaning. Researchers, in their
humanness, are part of the research endeavor rather than objective observers, and their
values must be acknowledged by themselves and by their readers as an inevitable part of
the outcome. (p. 26)
Research Paradigm
In this qualitative study, I have adopted the constructivist worldview as my research
paradigm. In this situation, I used this qualitative study to better understand the practices,
principles, and strategies that have recently been employed by these five community colleges in
Tennessee to increase their retention and graduation rates. I acquired this understanding and
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deeper knowledge from the perspective of the individuals that have been responsible for the
implementation and administration of these programs at these community colleges in Tennessee.
According to Creswell (2014),
Qualitative research is an approach for exploring and understanding the meaning
individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem. The process of research
involves emerging questions and procedures, data typically collected in the participant’s
setting, data analysis inductively building from particulars to general themes, and the
researcher making interpretations of the meaning of the data. (p. 4)
This approach allows the researcher to study the problem using an inductive process
while focusing on the individual meaning and understanding of the problem and the world
around them. Compared to quantitative research, qualitative research is much more flexible and
subjective, and its purpose is to answer questions about how or why something happens for the
purpose of understanding it better rather than answering quantitative questions about statistical
significance or causation. This type of research often leads to theory rather than the other way
around. The constructivist worldview paradigm used in this study is most applicable because I
am seeking to better understand the world in which these administrators work through my
observations, position, and relationship to the study. This research provides information and
additional understanding beyond basic statistics about the different students that are served by
these programs at each institution. This research examined the different strategies and policies
that have been implemented at each institution, the challenges and struggles that each have faced
with the planning and implementation of the initiatives, and the lessons that the community
colleges and these administrators have learned during the process. This knowledge was gained
primarily from the subjective perspective and interpretation of the campus administrators and the
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artifacts that the institutions utilized through the lens of an active researcher that is constructing
this community college retention theory in Tennessee. The constructivist worldview came from
the compositions of Berger and Luckmann (1967), Lincoln and Guba (1985), and Crotty (1998).
This paradigm suggests that the researcher is searching for a deeper meaning or understanding of
the problem, and that there are most likely multiple meanings based upon different individuals’
interpretation and perspective. The goal of the research is to rely on the responses of the
participants to guide the subjective meanings through open ended questions, and that rather than
starting with a theory at the beginning of the study, the researcher will inductively develop a
theory through the questioning, interaction, responses, and experiences of the participants
(Creswell, 2014). Crotty (1998) identified the following three assumptions of constructivism that
all apply to this study.

1. Human beings construct meanings as they engage with the world they are
interpreting. Qualitative researchers tend to use open-ended questions so that the
participants can share their views.
2. Humans engage with their world and make sense of it based on their historical and
social perspectives-we are all born into a world of meaning bestowed upon us by our
culture. Thus, qualitative researchers seek to understand the context or setting of the
participants through visiting this context and gathering information personally.
3. The basic generation of meaning is always social, arising in and out of interaction
with a human community. The process of qualitative research is largely inductive; the
inquirer generates meaning from the data collected in the field.
(Creswell, 2014. P. 9)
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Using a constructivist worldview, this research explored the retention programs,
strategies, policies, and frameworks at each institution, the importance and techniques of basic
student success initiatives such as advising, academic coaching, student orientation, learning
support classes, and tutoring centers implemented at each one, and the method and
methodologies for how these programs are implemented and evaluated. This means that every
institution will most likely implement some very similar programs, but they will do so in unique
and personalized ways that best fit their student demographics, faculty and administration,
resources, college culture, and the mission and primary focus for their institution. This is what
makes every institution unique, and this perspective and interpretation will come from the
triangulation of data through interviews, artifacts, and follow-up email correspondence.
Research Design
Considering the purpose of this research, epistemological paradigm, and constructivist
framework selected for this study, I chose a constructivist grounded-theory methodological
approach to complete this study. As mentioned previously, the purpose of this grounded theory
research study was to identify and understand the different programs, initiatives, strategies, and
retention frameworks that have been utilized at the five Tennessee community colleges with the
highest retention rates between fall 2015 and fall 2017. Using data provided by the 2017 and
2018 THEC Fact Books, the following five institutions were identified for this study: Columbia
State, Motlow State, Northeast State, Pellissippi State, and Roane State. This two-year period
was selected because these are the first and only two years that retention data was available since
the first class of Tennessee Promise students enrolled at the community colleges in Tennessee.
This study will also identify and examine patterns and themes that develop across these five
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institutions as it relates to the design, utilization, and assessment of certain programs with at-risk
or underserved student groups.
Using a grounded theory approach with a constructivist framework, this research study
will identify the retention practices, programs, services, and strategies used at each of these five
community colleges that had significant student retention rates. This was accomplished through
personal face-to-face interviews of some of the administrators at each institution selected, field
notes taken from observations at each interview and institution, memo-writing, a review of the
artifacts and documents utilized to maximize retention and success at each identified community
college, and follow-up emails with the administrators at each institution to clarify any questions
or answer additional questions considered after the initial interview. As described in Chapter 1,
the research questions for this study are as follows:

1. How have particular student success strategies, programs, services, policies, and
initiatives been designed, implemented and utilized by community colleges in
Tennessee to increase student retention rates during the first two years of the
Tennessee Promise (2015 to 2017)?
2. How can community colleges in Tennessee best tailor student success programs to
support the specific needs of the various underserved student groups?
A grounded theory approach through a constructivist framework was selected for this
study because the goal is to establish a generalized theory about the process and initiatives that
have been successful in college retention at these schools and across the state. Grounded theory
was first introduced by Glaser and Strauss in their book, The Discovery of Grounded Theory
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(Merriam, 2009). Grounded theory assumes that the data collector is the primary instrument for
data collection and analysis, and that the researcher uses an inductive method to draw meaning
from the data. The intended result for grounded theory research is the emergence of a new theory
that is “grounded” in the data. Grounded theory is different from many other types of qualitative
research due to its focus on developing or building a theory through the collected and analyzed
data. Theories developed using grounded theory are usually substantive in nature, and they are
used to address every-day types of problems such as returning adult students, reading programs
for low-income students, or dealing with grief after a disaster (Merriam, 2009). “Grounded
theory is particularly useful for addressing questions about process, that is, how something
changes over time” (Merriam, 2009, p. 30). Creswell (1994), states that two of the most
significant characteristics of a grounded theory design are constant comparison of data with
emerging categories and sampling of different groups to maximize the similarities and
differences in the data. Grounded theory provides a tested set of procedures for constructing
theory from data and answering those “why” questions. In this case, the theory will answer
questions about “why” retention rates increased at these institutions, “why” these programs
worked to increase retention, and “why” these programs met the student success needs of
underserved populations. Corbin and Strauss ((2015) stated:
The procedures can be used to uncover the beliefs and meanings that underlie action, to
examine rational and nonrational aspects of behavior, and to demonstrate how logic and
emotion combine to influence how persons respond to events or handle problems through
action or inaction. (p.11)
The grounded theory that was utilized for this study was through a constructivist
approach that will be based upon the research of Charmaz. Although the general concept of
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grounded theory is very similar, Charmaz’s approach is very different than the approaches to
grounded theory taken by others such as Glaser, Corbin, and Strauss. The differences are
primarily based upon the interaction that the researchers/authors have with the data. “Strauss and
Corbin’s methodological procedures gave grounded theory an objectivist cast” (Charmaz, 2008,
p. 401). Although still somewhat different from one another; Glaser, Corbin, and Strauss are
defined as relativist pragmatists who believe that theories are embedded in history and that
researchers should recognize bias and maintain objectivity in the research process (Mills,
Bonner, & Francis, 2006). They adhere to the belief that grounded theory is “silently authored”,
but through constructivist grounded theory Charmaz states that the theory is authored by the
researcher. They argue that their theory construction is “interpretive work and …. interpretations
must include the perspectives and voice of the people who we study” (Mills, et al., 2006, p. 28).
However, their approach does not include the interpretations, perspectives, subjectiveness, or
bias of the researcher. Constructivist grounded theory as defined by Charmaz and used in this
study, reshapes and redefines the interaction and relationship between the researcher and the
participants, and it defines the researcher as the author. Charmaz states that previous approaches
to grounded theory assumed the existence of an external reality and were objective in nature
while constructivist grounded theory assumes that the researcher is more involved in the process.
There is a sense that researchers need to immerse themselves in the data in a way that
embeds the narrative of the participants in the final research outcome. This immersion is
played out through the use of coding language that is active in its intent and that helps to
keep that life in the foreground. Charmaz advocates that the researchers as authors
include raw data in their theoretical memos and that they continue with this strategy as
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their memos become more complex and analytical to keep the participant’s voice and
meaning present in their theoretical outcome. (Mills et al., 2006, p. 31)
Grounded theory is particularly useful when investigating problems where little theory
has been developed (Merriam & Simpson, 2000). In the case of student retention, there are
numerous and conflicting theories based upon various research conducted by scholars such as
Tinto, Spady, Kuh, Bean, Astin, Cabrera, Metzner, Pascarella, Terenzini, Levitz, Braxton, Eaton,
and Cabrera, but I am not sure that any perfectly describe the current college climate with
community colleges in Tennessee. These previous theories seem inconsistent, and they do not
fully explain the current challenges or successful strategies and best practices for community
colleges in Tennessee since the inception of the Tennessee Promise. The only qualitative study
discovered of community college retention in Tennessee since the launch of the Tennessee
Promise was by Jenkins, Brown, Fink, Lahr, and Yanagiura. Their study was based solely on the
importance of guided pathways in college, and their report had the following findings and best
practices:
1. Mapping pathways to student end goals
2. Helping students choose and enter a program pathway
3. Keeping students on path
4. Ensuring that students are learning (Jenkins et al., 2018, p.2)
Although, this study by Jenkins et al. is helpful in defining some best practices in
community college retention, it has a very narrow focus and does not use a constructivist
grounded theory approach to the data. The grounded theory approach taken in this study will
allow for the formation of a theoretical framework that will adequately explain community
college retention in Tennessee and answer the “why” questions.
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Many researchers, including Charmaz, as cited by Merriam, considered grounded theory
revolutionary compared to traditional qualitative research. Charmaz described grounded theory
as follows:
It challenged (a) arbitrary divisions between theory and research, (b) views of qualitative
research as primarily a precursor to more rigorous quantitative methods, (c) claims that
the quest for rigor made qualitative research illegitimate, (d) beliefs that qualitative
methods are impressionistic and unsystematic, (e) separation of data collection and
analysis, and (f) assumptions that qualitative research could produce only descriptive case
studies rather than theory development. (Merriam, 2009, p. 30)
Grounded theory is developed and evolves throughout the data collection and analysis
process through the constant comparison of data and the interpretation of the researcher. “The
theory consists of categories, properties, and hypotheses that are the conceptual links between
and among the categories and properties” (Merriam, 2009, p. 199). “The researcher begins with a
particular incident from an interview, field notes, or document and compares it with another
incident in the same set of data or in another set” (Merriam, 2009, p.200). These comparisons
lead to tentative categories that are then compared to each other until a theory is formed. In the
case of this research study, data will be collected from administrators from five different
community colleges in Tennessee through personal interviews, documents and artifacts, memowriting and field notes taken during the interviews and during the observation of retention
programs, and follow-up emails to discover common themes and categories. Through constant
comparison of this data, a retention theory will evolve that helps us to identify and understand
student retention in the community college environment in Tennessee during these years of the
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Tennessee Promise. Furthermore, Merriam and Simpson (2000) declared that the value of the
grounded theory that is created can be determined by the following 4 criteria:
1. Fitness – The theory must fit the substantive area that it will be applied.
2. Understanding – The general-public working in the substantive area should be able to
understand it and use the theory.
3. Generality – The categories of the generated theory need to be abstract enough for broad
application but specific enough to have a defined purpose.
4. Control – In order for the theory to be useful, it must enable the person who uses it
enough control to make its applications worthwhile.
Sample
The five institutions that have led student retention for community colleges in the state of
Tennessee for both years since the initial class of Tennessee Promise freshmen (2015) have been
selected for this study. These five institutions selected are Columbia State, Motlow State,
Northeast State, Pellissippi State, and Roane State. This table shows the first-time full-time
freshmen fall-to-fall retention rates for all of the community colleges in Tennessee for the first
two years of the Tennessee Promise.
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Table 1: Community College Retention Rates in Tennessee 2015 -2017
TBR Institution

Fall to Fall Freshmen to Sophomore Retention Rates
2015 - 2016

Rank

Chattanooga State
Cleveland State
Columbia State
Dyersburg State
Jackson State
Motlow State
Nashville State
Northeast State
Pellissippi State
Roane State
Southwest Tennessee
Volunteer State
Walters State

52.0%
50.8%
56.9%
56.1%
55.4%
62.8%
53.8%
58.9%
60.6%
59.8%
49.9%
54.0%
56.1%

10
11
5
6
7
1
9
4
2
3
12
8
6

TBR Community College Avg

56.0%

2016 - 2017

Rank

55.9%
60.7%
53.5%
55.6%
62.9%
52.4%
63.5%
59.6%
61.0%
56.3%
54.2%
59.5%

10
8
4
12
9
2
13
1
5
3
7
11
6

57.9%

Source: 2016-2017 and 2017-2018 TN Higher Education Fact Books

To get a comprehensive understanding of all the retention initiatives, strategies, policies,
and programs at each institution; I interviewed three to five of the individuals on each campus
that are responsible for administering and implementing their student retention initiatives. The
initial interview on each campus occurred with the vice-president of student affairs or student
success, and that person was asked to identify three to five additional individuals on campus that
administer the different student retention and success programs for the institution and were also
interviewed to provide the most complete picture of student success services on the campus. The
list of the positions of the individuals interviewed varied at each institution, but it included
positions such as the director of student success, the dean of students, the director of student
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orientation, and many other individuals that administer the different student retention, support,
and success programs on campus. I believe that these individuals have a much more broad and
comprehensive understanding of the initiatives, the student demographic that each one serves,
the impact that the programs have had on retention, and how each program fits into the larger
plan for student retention and success at the community college. . According to Charmaz (2014),
small samples sizes can often produce very rich data through in-person interviews. The goal is to
continue in the interview process until excellent data is achieved. Based upon the five institutions
selected for this study and the three to five individuals selected to interview at each location, this
study included face-to-face interviews with twenty-two different individuals. The number of
participants at each institution always included the vice president of student affairs at each
community college and then the three to five individuals that they recommended. In addition to
the personal interviews, additional data was collected through artifacts and documents that
several of the program and institutional administrators provided related to their different
retention and success strategies and programs, field notes taken during the interviews and
observations, memo-writing, and follow-up emails with each participant. Some of these
documents and artifacts can be found in the appendix, and over 40 pages of memos and
handwritten notes were typed, uploaded into NVivo, and analyzed along with the participant
interviews.
Participant Selection
The participants were selected using a non-probability sampling approach called
purposive sampling. Purposive sampling is when members of a group are purposefully sought
after because they are the ones that will best help the researcher understand the research problem
and questions (Creswell, 2014). Purposive sampling does not have a specific quota for sampling
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and the exact number of participants or sites will depend upon the resources available and the
objective of the study as well as when the point of saturation is reached. For these reasons, the
exact number of participants or sites to be studied is rarely fixed or known before the study
begins. For this research study, the specific type pf purposive sampling that was implemented is
called expert sampling. Expert sampling is a type of purposive sampling technique that is used
when the researcher needs to collect knowledge from individuals that have particular expertise.
The participants were selected for this study because they provide oversight, guidance, support,
or leadership to one or more of the retention programs, services, or initiatives at their respective
institutions.
Research Site
The research sites for this study include the following community colleges in Tennessee:
Columbia State, Motlow State, Northeast State, Pellissippi State, and Roane State. Also, each of
these institutions have multiple satellite campuses that manage and administer various aspects of
retention and success programs and initiatives on campus, so there may be times that the
interviews will take place at one of the five community college’s satellite campuses. I contacted
the executive vice-president for student affairs at each institution for their help in identifying and
contacting the best individuals on each campus for this study. The interviews on each campus
were mostly held in the administrator’s office, but some included a visit with the administrator to
success and retention areas such tutoring centers, orientation offices, math and writing labs, and
advising offices.
Data Collection
Data collection for this research study occurred through open-ended, in-depth interviews
with administrators at each community college in Tennessee selected for the study. The purpose
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of the interviews was to produce knowledge, using everyday conversations, in an effort of letting
the participants’ voices be heard with the intent of starting to develop a community college
retention theory in Tennessee. The face-to-face interviews took between twenty-five to sixty
minutes each, and each interview began with a brief introduction to the purpose, significance,
scope, and design of my research study. The interviews continued with the following open-ended
questions to allow for the greatest amount of informal conversation, follow-up questions, and
carefully considered and articulated responses with minimal influence or bias from the
researcher:
1. Please identify and describe the different student success strategies, programs, and initiatives
at this institution where you provide oversight, guidance, or support. What do you feel is
most unique about these programs and has contributed to them being most effective with
student persistence? How have these programs been administered, implemented, and utilized
at the institution?
2. Please describe and explain the impact that you have seen with each of these strategies,
programs, and initiatives? How has the success of each program been evaluated and what
were those results? What specific student groups have been targeted or served especially well
through each retention program, service, or initiative and why?
3. What retention programs complement each other on campus to serve each student
holistically? If anything, what do you feel is still missing at this community college that
would further improve student retention and provide a more comprehensive plan for student
success?
4. Why have student retention rates increased more at this institution since the launch of the
Tennessee Promise than at many other community colleges in Tennessee?
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5. Is there anything else that you would like to add about the retention and success initiatives
and strategies at this community college?
Dillon (2012) explains that for grounded theory research, data should be collected
through various means including interviews, observations, field notes, memos, documents, and
conversations. The open-ended and face-to-face interviews fostered learning about the
individuals’ experiences and perceptions about the different community college success
programs and initiatives and their impact on retention and graduation rates. I took field notes
during the interviews which included my observations of the participants and their responses and
reactions, and it also included my reactions to the institutions and programs that I saw on each
campus. With the participants’ permission, each interview was audio recorded for accuracy, and
each participant had the opportunity to review and approve the transcript from their interview.
The interviews were transcribed using NVivo Transcription Service, edited for accuracy by the
researcher, and then sent in a Word document via email to each participant. The participants
were asked to review and edit anything that was not accurately captured from the interviews. A
total of 225 pages were transcribed from the 22 interviews. Also, additional data was collected
from each participant in follow-up emails. Unlike traditional grounded theory where theory
emerges from the data, constructionists assume that researchers construct categories of the data
(Charmaz, 2008). The purpose of research for a constructionist is to provide an interpretive
understanding of the phenomenon to be studied and to use the data from the participants as part
of the presentation. According to Charmaz (2008), social constructionists’ grounded theory
should rest on the following principles:
•

Treat the research process itself as a social construction
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•

Scrutinize research decisions and directions

•

Improvise methodological and analytic strategies throughout the research process

•

Collect sufficient data to discern and document how research participants
construct their lives and worlds. (p. 403)

I also collected documents and artifacts from each institution related to their retention and
success initiatives. Creswell (2014) noted that researchers may choose to collect qualitative
documents such as newspapers, official reports, personal journals, letters, or program materials
that will strengthen the research study. These documents will support and assist with the
understanding of the information that I collected during interviews, and it was also used to
compare the different programs and initiatives at each institution. These documents and artifacts,
in addition to the transcription of the interviews, follow-up emails, memos, and field notes were
analyzed and coded using NVivo, and a few of them are included in the appendix. I observed
many similarities between the programs, policies, and initiatives at each institution, but also
many differences such as the documents used, students identified and supported, implementation
and administration of the program, evaluation methods, and programs that are used concurrently
with other ones. After the interviews were completed, I contacted all of the participants by email
to follow-up with additional questions that came out of later interviews or the initial analysis
while making comparisons, and I also gave them the opportunity to add anything that they
reflected on or considered after the face-face interview.
An Institutional Review Board (IRB) exemption was sought in this case for the following
justifications that have been outlined in the policies and procedures of the University of
Memphis IRB:
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•

All participants are over the age of 18, and they are not considered at-risk or
vulnerable.

•

The topics discussed are not generally considered sensitive and personal
identifying information will not be discussed. Most, if not all, information and
data discussed will be public information.

•

This study contains very minimal, if any, risks to the participants since they are
only describing their retention and success programs from their perspectives.

Based upon these findings, this research study was granted exemption from the
University of Memphis Institutional Review Board.
The data collection method of using open-ended, in-depth interviews as the primary
means of collecting qualitative data in this research study is consistent with the best practices
described by Charmaz (2006). This method allowed for an in-depth investigation into the
specific college retention programs and practices at each institution through the eyes of the
individuals that have experienced these programs from the administrative point of view. A total
of twenty-two administrators participated in this research study. Columbia State, Motlow State,
and Northeast State each had 4 participants and Pellissippi State and Roane State each had three
participants. To ensure accuracy, validity, consistency, and reliability these interviews were
audio-recorded while I took field notes, and later each participant was given an opportunity to
verify and/or edit these transcriptions. The field notes and memos allowed me to describe not
only what I heard from the participant, but also for me to record what I saw, non-verbal
communications, facial expressions, and other subtle things that the audio-recorder would not
pick up. Charmaz (2006) describes how important that it is with a grounded theory approach to
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collect data about what is seen and observed at the data collection site in addition to the
responses from the interviewee. Each interview included a review of retention related documents
and artifacts, and the interviews concluded with an explanation of the email that would be sent
requesting their feedback on my transcription of the interview and the final follow-up email to
ask new questions that evolved from other interviews or initial data analysis. I also provided
every participant with my contact information in case they wished to contact me at any time to
add to or edit their initial responses or to ask other questions about the research design, findings,
conclusions, or anything else related to the study. Finally, I informed them that once the study
was complete and the dissertation was approved, I would email them a final copy of the
dissertation.
Member Checking
Member checking is the process of systematically soliciting feedback about one’s data
and conclusions from the people you are studying. It is the single most important way of
ruling out the possibility of misinterpretation of the meaning of what they say and the
perspective they have on what is going on. (Maxwell, 2005, p. 94)
Member checking is vital to assure internal validity by taking the final reports, transcripts, or
themes back to the participants to ensure their accuracy. In this research study, member checking
was completed in two distinct ways. First, audio-recorded interview transcripts were sent to the
participants for their review, reflections, feedback, and clarifications. Every participant either
made changes to their transcript or confirmed that the transcript accurately recorded their
responses and feelings. The second method of member checking was accomplished through
follow-up interviews via email once all the face-to-face interviews were conducted to allow the
participants to comment and provide feedback on the themes identified and general findings. If a
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participant found an error or omission in the interview transcription, I went back and changed the
summary and my notes from the interview. I sent them the revised transcription of the interview
to verify again before I moved forward with the analysis of the data.
Data Analysis
Merriam and Simpson (2000) explain that if a research design is carefully planned and
implemented the data analysis will “produce descriptions and inferences about the phenomenon
being studied. Research findings eventually lead to conclusions pertaining to the original concern
or problem or they serve as a guide to reconceptualize the problem” (p. 11). How qualitative data
is analyzed depends upon the methodology that was used for the research study. The data
analysis step should work “hand-in hand with other parts of developing the qualitative study,
namely the data collection and the write-up of findings” (Creswell, 2014, p.195) Data analysis
using a grounded theory approach involves constant comparative analysis of the data as the
means to discovering an emerging theory (Merriam, 2009). With a grounded theory study, the
researcher will constantly analyze the data by creating categories, properties, themes, and
hypothesis through the data and identify the conceptual links between them (Merriam, 2009).
Grounded theory is based upon an inductive approach where themes and categories emerge, and
a theory emerges through the connection between these themes and a general concept-building
orientation. It is referred to as grounded theory because the theory that emerges is grounded in
the data that is collected and analyzed. With constructivist grounded theory research, data and
data analysis are co-constructed in the interaction between the viewer and the viewed, the
researcher and the participant (Breckenridge, Jones, Elliot, & Nicol, 2012). Charmaz (2014)
explains that constructivist grounded theory researchers assume the role of authoritative experts
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who bring an objective view to the research. Their aim is often to construct a theory rather than
the identification of themes.
In this constructivist grounded theory research, data analysis was primarily processed
through initial coding, focused coding, and memo writing. For this study, initial coding occurred
when fragments of the data such as the words, lines, and sentences from the interviews, field
notes, email correspondence, and artifacts were studied. In constructivist grounded theory,
coding is a part of the interaction between the researcher and the participant. Coding was used to
categorize data by name and helps to show how the data that was selected and sorted. This is
when the researcher defines what they see as important and describes what they believe is
happening (Charmaz, 2014). Grounded theory coding is flexible and allows the researcher to
interact with the data. “Grounded theory coding begins to unify ideas analytically because you
kept in mind what the possible theoretical meanings of your data and codes might be” (Charmaz,
2014, p. 137). For this research study, a few of the initial codes identified in this step included
the following: mandatory advising, mandatory orientation, tutoring, texting, early alerts,
financial aid, coaching, access and diversity, career services, emergency funding, dual
enrollment, communications, service-learning, food pantries, project-based learning, faculty and
staff training, technology, culture, collaboration, and student success coaching.
Focused coding is the next step in the coding process for constructivists grounded theory
research. Focused codes are the ones that appear more frequently in the initial coding process or
they have more significance. The researcher uses these frequent or significant codes to sift, sort,
synthesize, and analyze the large amounts of qualitative data from the study (Charmaz, 2014).
These focused codes should fit tightly with the original data and initial coding, and the focused
codes should also help the researcher manage the emerging analysis. A few of the focused codes
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identified through this analysis included creating a welcoming environment, establishing a sense
of belonging, serving at-risk student groups, caring and committed faculty and staff, faculty
engagement, student centered approaches, and student engagement. The final list of focused
codes is identified in chapter four.
Finally, a very important stage in data analysis when using a constructivist grounded
theory approach is memo-writing. Memo-writing is informal analytic notes that can be taken
during the face-to-face interviews, while observing the retention programs and institutions,
during a review of the documents and artifacts that the administrators provided, or while
reflecting on the data. Memos will often be written about the codes that are being created, and it
helps to define our theoretical categories and move them toward conceptual categories for our
research findings. Memo-writing helps the researcher pay attention to the initial and focused
codes, so that they can compare them, define links between the codes, and identify what the data
is telling us about the phenomena being studied (Charmaz, 2014). Also, just like initial and
focused coding, memo-writing continues to sustain the importance of the interaction between the
researcher and the participants. Memo-writing is a way to examine the participants’ statements,
expressions, and actions through our codes. In this study, memo-writing helped to establish some
of the similarities between the campuses such as their membership in Achieving the Dream, their
student success framework, their institutional leadership and campus vision, the campus culture
of exceptionally caring faculty and staff, and the importance of collaboration and a campus-wide
communications plan around their student success services, programs, strategies, and initiatives.
I used the qualitative analysis program NVivo to help identify the codes and theoretical
categories, the frequency of certain themes and terms, and to assist with connecting terms to one
another. NVivo was helpful to identify the codes and theoretical categories in the interviews,
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documents and artifacts, memos, and follow-up emails. The coding is very specific because it
identified a lot of overlap in the programs and strategies provided at each institution. In many
situations, the fundamental theme was not just the service or program, but the collaboration and
alignment between different programs and services and the plan for communicating the services
to students, staff, and faculty. The similarities were significant, but also the differences in the
retention programs and initiatives between each institution were equally important. To develop a
useful and specific theory about retention strategies for community colleges across Tennessee,
the data analysis must break-down these retention and success strategies and programs into
individual steps and sub-parts. As these steps, sub-parts, themes, patterns, and categories are
identified; a new theory for community college retention in Tennessee emerged. This is an
example of the coding process using NVivo where a variety of nodes funneled into one of
several items under a particular focused code, and that focused code became part of one of 4
themes identified in this study.
Nodes:
Access and Diversity
Counseling
Database of Campus Resources
Financial Aid
Food and Clothes Pantry
Orientations
Parent Services
Service-Learning
Student Support Services – TRIO
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Focused Code
Holistic Student Success Services
Theme
Collaboration, Communications, and the Alignment of Student Success Services

Academic Rigor-Confidentiality
My intention with this study was to use the actual names, titles, and associated
institutions of the individuals that I interviewed. I believe this adds to the credibility, reliability,
and relevance to this study which will increase its significance and usefulness at institutions
across the state as well as the TBR and the THEC. However, if any individual preferred to be
interviewed without their name being disclosed, then I would have provided them confidentiality
and used a pseudonym for them. However, none of the participants requested confidentiality or
anonymity in this study. The participants were informed of the option of confidentiality through
a consent form that they were asked to read and sign before the interview was arranged. Each
person interviewed also had the opportunity to review the typed field notes and transcription of
the interview for accuracy. They also had the opportunity to approve or remove any quote in the
dissertation that was attributed to them prior to it being submitted to the dissertation committee.
Subjectivity Statement
I have worked in college readiness, access, and success for a combination of over 12
years at two different higher education institutions, two non-profit agencies, and for the state of
Tennessee. Currently, I work for the Tennessee Higher Education Commission in the Division of
College Access and Success as the Director of GEAR UP Tennessee. I am very passionate and
interested in this topic around college persistence, success, and graduation especially in the state
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of Tennessee. However, I also believe that it is especially important with constructivist grounded
theory work for the researcher to constantly consider the tension between the analysis of the
participants’ stories and creating the sense of authorship in the final research paper. Charmaz
(2014) pointed out that researchers must avoid forcing their data into their preconceived codes
and categories. My position with the THEC will be very helpful in this study by providing access
to the quantitative data used in determining the best institutions to include in the study, and my
position with the THEC has provided me with significant relationships and access to individuals
at each state institution that I studied. However, I also recognize that my position and
employment with the Tennessee Higher Education Commission and the relationship between
THEC and the community colleges that are a part of this study creates the potential for the
participants to be reluctant to participate in this study, to refuse to participate in the study, or to
be completely open and honest during the interviews. I was clear with each participant from the
beginning that this study was part of my doctoral research at the University of Memphis, and it
did not pertain to my position at THEC in any way. Furthermore, I informed them that their
participation, lack of participation, or responses in this study would not have any impact, positive
or negative, on their employment or their institution. Participants were given the option of
confidentiality if desired, and they had the opportunity to read and approve my field notes and
transcriptions from the interview. The participants were also asked to approve anything in the
findings and dissertation that was quoted or related to their interview. Participants were provided
with the contact information for the University of Memphis’ Institutional Review Board in case
they had any concerns about the research study. If information about other administrators was
provided by the participant as they answered the questions, then that information was kept
private if requested by the participant. If a participant mentioned the name of any student during
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the interview, that information will always be kept private and confidential. As mentioned
previously in this dissertation, the state of Tennessee, along with most other states, continues to
struggle with college retention and graduation while the initial college-going rates are increasing.
We must do a better job of ensuring that more of these students that start college in Tennessee
graduate on-time and with little or no debt. I chose to focus on community colleges in Tennessee
because the graduation rates at community colleges are much lower than the 4-year colleges and
universities or the technical or vocational institutions (ACT, 2012) and because of their
importance to the Drive to 55 and the Tennessee Promise. Also, I have spent most of my time in
the college access and success arena working to support at-risk students such as those that are
classified as low-income, first-generation, minority, academically underprepared, rural, or innercity; and these students most frequently attend community colleges. I do not believe that I have
any bias towards a particular theory that defines the specific strategies and initiatives that are
most important to college success at community colleges in Tennessee, but it was very important
to me that a theory emerged that would be useful and impactful in student retention in
Tennessee. I expected to see a lot of overlap in the student retention programs and strategies
provided at each institution, so very minor nuances between institutions and programs may
provide the key to the community college student retention theory developed.
Triangulation
Triangulation is a term first used in qualitative research by Denzin to explain a concept
“based upon the assumption that any bias inherent in particular data sources, investigator, and
method would be neutralized when used in conjunction with other data sources, investigators,
and methods” (Creswell, 1994, p. 174). The researcher should use multiple methods of data
collection and analysis and/or, they can use multiple approaches to the research such as a mixed
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methods study. The use of categories and themes from different converging sources adds validity
to the research study (Creswell, 2014). In this research, the triangulation of data was fulfilled
through open-ended interviews, the analysis of retention-related artifacts and documents, and the
follow-up email questions provided to all the originally interviewed participants.
Risks and Benefits
There were minimal risks inherent in this study for the participants and the institutions.
The institutions involved in this study were only the community colleges that had the best
student retention rates between 2015 and 2017, so this was an opportunity for the participants to
brag about the retention policies, strategies, initiatives, activities, programs, and procedures that
have provided the greatest contributions to their success based upon their own experiences and
perspective. However, I recognized that there was also a risk that participants may not be
completely open and honest during the interview, they might embellish their success or
contribution, or they would feel like they must participate due to my position with THEC. As
addressed previously, I made certain that each participant was aware that this study was related
to my doctoral dissertation and not a study by or for THEC, the interview would not impact their
employment or institution in any way, confidentiality was provided if requested, and they had the
opportunity to review and approve all of the material attributed to them. The participants did not
receive any monetary benefits for participating such as gift cards or financial incentives, but they
will receive copies of the final dissertation and hopefully every community college in Tennessee
will benefit by using the new retention theory to implement changes to their current retention and
success programs and increase their retention and graduation rates. This research will contribute
to the body of knowledge and the fields of study related to community college retention and
success, and it can help institutions identify certain retention and success programs and strategies
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that could be targeted to reach certain at-risk or underserved student populations. This study also
identifies and helps us to better understand student retention and to develop best practices of the
most utilized strategies, initiatives, and programs at these community colleges across Tennessee.
Trustworthiness
Creswell (2014) mentions many of the strategies related to validity and reliability that
were implemented in this study. Many of these have been described previously in this paper and
include the triangulation of data, member checking, extended time spent in the field and research
setting, and clarifying the bias of the researcher. Additional means for creating trustworthiness in
the research that are also explained by Creswell (2014) and occurred in this study included using
rich and detailed descriptions to define the findings and data, using “negative or discrepant
information” (p. 202) if discovered in the data or themes, and using co-workers from the THEC
to serve as peer debriefers to increase the accuracy and reliability of the data, findings, and the
conclusions. Additionally, the validity and reliability of this study was improved by thoroughly
checking the transcripts, field notes, and recordings, to ensure the consistency in the codes and
themes, and by coding data using NVivo.
Chapter Summary
The purpose of this chapter was to thoroughly and explicitly explain the methodology of
this qualitative research study. This started off by discussing the epistemology, research
paradigm, research design, and research questions used in this research. This study used a
constructivist paradigm and grounded theory research to facilitate the emergence of a new theory
on community college retention in Tennessee. Next, this chapter explored the participants and
data collection process and the methods used for data analysis. Data was collected from some
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program and institutional administrators from community colleges across Tennessee, student
success artifacts and documents used in the different programs at these campuses, memos from
the researcher, and the follow-up emails that were sent to each participant. Finally, this chapter
looked at the academic rigor involved in this study such as the potential bias of the researcher,
potential risks and benefits to the participants, triangulation, and the reliability and validity of the
data. Chapter four will share the results of this study.

85

Chapter 4: Findings
Introduction
This chapter will explore the findings of this grounded theory approach to studying
community college retention in Tennessee. The data collection method for this study came from
twenty-two in-person interviews conducted at the five community colleges in Tennessee with the
highest retention rates between 2015 – 2017, artifacts related to student retention collected from
some of these individuals at these five institutions, and email correspondence through follow up
questions from the same participants. The five community colleges selected for this study based
upon their retention rates from 2015-2017 were Columbia State, Motlow State, Northeast State,
Pellissippi State, and Roane State. Data was collected for this study and coded using NVivo to
answer the following two research questions:
1. How have particular student success strategies, programs, services, policies, and
initiatives been designed, implemented and utilized by community colleges in Tennessee
to increase student retention rates during the first two years of the Tennessee Promise
(2015 to 2017)?
2. How can community colleges in Tennessee best tailor student success programs to
support the specific needs of the various underserved student groups?
This study was based upon Cabrera’s Integrated Student Retention Model (Cabrera et al.,
1993) and Bean and Metzner’s Conceptual Model of Nontraditional Undergraduate Student
Attrition (Bean & Metzner, 1985). These student retention models help to explain that the
retention of community college students is the result of the complex interaction between a
student’s academic and non-academic attributes, the characteristics of the community college,
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and the student’s intention to persist aligned with the student-college fit. The chart below
identifies the individuals that were interviewed for this study:
Table # 2: Table of Participants

Institution Participant
Columbia
State
Columbia
State

Cissy Holt

Columbia
State
Columbia
State

Adam
Robertson
Tammy
Borren

Motlow
State

Mika'il A.
Petin

Motlow
State
Motlow
State
Motlow
State

Sidney
McPhee
Jonathan
Graham
Allison
Barton

Sandra
Serkownek

Title
Vice President for
Student Affairs
Professor &
Coordinator of the
College 101 Student
Success Course
Director of Student
Engagement
Assistant Vice
President for
Institutional
Effectiveness and
Retention
Assistant Vice
President of Student
Success
Director of Student
Success
Director of TN
Promise
Director of Adult
Initiatives
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Interview
Date
March 29th
June 18th

July 2nd
June 26th

July 11th

July 10th
June 19th
July 10th

Table 2 Continued

Northeast Susan
State
Graybeal
Northeast
State
Northeast
State
Northeast
State
Pellissippi
State
Pellissippi
State
Pellissippi
State
Pellissippi
State
Pellissippi
State
Roane
State

Kathy
Coleman
Virginia
Reed
Greg
Walters
Rushton
Johnston
Venetia
Williams
Drema
Bowers
Jan Sharp

Roane
State

Kat Baker

Kathy Byrd
Jamie
Stringer

VP for Institutional
Excellence and
Student Success
Dean of Student
Services
TRIO Director

August 5th

Assistant VP for
Student Success
Vice President for
Student Affairs
Director of TRIO
Services
Director of Service
Learning
Director of Academic
Support
VP for Academic
Affairs
Vice President for
Student Services,
Enrollment
Management, &
Innovation
Director of Student
Success

August 5th
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August 5th
August 5th

June 10th
Aug 2nd
June 28th
June 28th
August 2nd
May 10th

June 20th

Table 2 Continued

Roane
State
Roane
State

Roane
State

Robin
Townsend
Karen
Brunner

Director of Financial
Aid
VP for Institutional
Effectiveness,
Planning, and
Student Success
Initiatives
Diane Ward Vice President for
Student Learning

August 2nd
June 27th

July 2nd

The following four themes emerged from the data analysis and will be described
throughout the rest of this chapter: institutional vision and leadership focused on student success,
committed and student-focused faculty, staff, and administration; campus-wide communications,
collaboration, and the alignment of student success services; and the retention of underserved
students. Additionally, one very significant commonality in this study was that every
community college involved in this study referred to their membership in Achieving the Dream
as a critical element to their success in student retention. Although their membership in
Achieving the Dream is not considered a strategy, program, or initiative for student success; it
was an unexpected finding from this study that all five of these community colleges are members
of Achieving the Dream and this shaped and provided the framework for their student success
initiatives.
Although membership in Achieving the Dream should not be considered an institutional
student success strategy or program, every community college interviewed for this study is an
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Achieving the Dream member institution and they referred to Achieving the Dream as the
umbrella or rationale for many of their student success strategies and initiatives. Achieving the
Dream is a non-profit organization launched in 2004 by Lumina Foundation. It was initially
funded by Lumina and seven partner organizations, but now it is funded by a very large group of
philanthropic organizations. The purpose of Achieving the Dream is to increase the academic
success of community college students, with a special emphasis on low-income students and
students of color. They have developed a process for their member institutions that includes
examining the student records and data, identifying barriers and gaps in student success, and
finally developing intervention strategies to improve those student outcomes and remove those
barriers to success (Rutschow, Richburg-Hayes, Brock, Orr, Cerna, Cullinan, …Martin, 2011).
Currently, there are 277 member institutions that are part of Achieving the Dream across 44
states (Achieving the Dream: Our network, 2019).
During the process of interviewing individuals for this study, many of them mentioned
how their different strategies, programs, or initiatives for student success that are now in place as
a result of their participation in Achieving the Dream and their data-driven process of identifying
barriers to student completion and equity gaps in achievement, and then developing programs
and strategies to overcome each specific barrier to student success. For example, Kathy Byrd
made the following statement in her interview:
We are part of Achieving the Dream network, so we have a plan with Achieving the
Dream, and in that plan, we are focused on closing equity gaps. We do have equity
gaps particularly with students of color and with students who come to college and are
not college ready. They come into the college needing remediation in reading, writing,
and math courses, so we're focused on those three areas to close those equity gaps. One
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of our strategies is to help students through those courses that have high enrollment and
often very low success rates within the general education courses.
Many of the participants for this study would actually mention what phase or year of their

Achieving the Dream plan that they were in when responding to a question about student
success. Also, when addressing an interview question about equity gaps and initiatives to target
certain student groups and improve their outcomes, almost every interviewee stated that the
process of identifying their gaps in student success has come from their participation in
Achieving the Dream. An example of this came from Dr. Rushston Johnson, Vice President of
Student Affairs at Pellissippi State. He stated that Pellissippi State joined the Achieving the
Dream Network in 2018, and they recognized that there was not a silver bullet that magically
does everything but working with Achieving the Dream helps create a framework for student
success and eliminating equity gaps. Pellissippi State has used multiple strategies and discovered
how important it is to be flexible when using data to drive decision making. They are looking at
how to utilize data to drive their student success strategies and to focus initiatives based upon
what the data tells them about identifying the gaps in achievement. Dr. Johnson described
Pellissippi State’s experience with Achieving the Dream in this way:
I feel that there is sort of a paradigm shift even with the successes that we've had here.
From what I have gotten anecdotally, it feels that we may have plateaued, and for us to
go to the next level in student success, we must fundamentally change how we, as an
organization, think about how we use data. We are developing strategies to target
students that are identified in those gaps. We are doing what students need,
meeting them where they are, and making it less about our administrative and our
academic egos. I'm excited to see what this will yield. We've had a year of looking at
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data, and that's the model for Achieving the Dream, and so we've decided upon our
strategies. This coming year is going to be the time for us to develop our strategies that
we will execute in year three. In years four and five, we will then see the benefits of the
work that we have done in the prior three years with Achieving he the Dream.
Institutional Vision and Leadership Focused on Student Success
This is the first and possibly most important theme identified in this research study. The
other themes identified in this study that are critical to student success will not be present if this
first theme has not been established. Also, several individuals at each institution mentioned that
the work that they do in student success is only possible because of the commitment,
understanding, and complete buy-in and support of their president and institutional leadership.
They all pointed out that their president is committed to finding and committing the resources
necessary to increase student success and specifically to address the outcome and achievement
gaps that they have identified at their institution. The president establishes the priorities and
culture for the campus, and he or she determines how students will ultimately be treated and
served on the campus.
In recent years, every community college in Tennessee has demonstrated an
unprecedented commitment to student success. I believe this is due to the Outcomes Based
Funding formula for public institutions in Tennessee; many statewide initiatives such as the
previously mentioned Drive to 55, Tennessee Promise, Tennessee Reconnect, Tennessee
Promise Forward, and Tennessee Veterans grant; as well as being an area of focus by both the
Tennessee Higher Education Commission and the Tennessee Board of Regents. Outside of the
portion of the funding formula that rewards institutions based upon student outcomes, retention,
graduation, transfers to 4-year schools, job placement, and closing achievement gaps with
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underserved or at-risk student groups; each institution has had to find and commit the resources
for student success through their existing budget, partnerships, or fundraising. Therefore, as
many of the participants for this study addressed, if their president was not fully committed to
student success and removing these institutional barriers to achievement, then none of the
program, initiatives, or strategies would be possible. Many of the interviewees added that it was
not just their president “saying the right things” related to student success, but it was finding the
money for the programs and initiatives that are necessary and often personally getting involved
with students on campus to help the students be successful. Two examples of this came from
interviews at Pellissippi State and Motlow State regarding the involvement and commitment of
their presidents. Venetia Williams stated that she really feels like the strong leadership that they
have at Pellissippi State has been crucial to their success, and just the fact that Pellissippi State
President, Dr. Anthony Wise is so focused on serving students. Also, Sidney McPhee, Director
of Student Success at Motlow State made the following statement during his interview:
I think it all starts at the presidential level. I think the president has to be fully bought in,
and I think that's one of the great things about our president. You can tell that he is
willing to invest the time, thought and the funds into student retention and success. He
wants to create a place where students can come in and thrive because none of these
things could be done if we didn't have an administration that believed that these are the
things that students need, and they put the money behind it.
Committed and Student-focused Faculty, Staff, and Administration
This theme contains five different components: creating a welcoming environment and a
sense of belonging for students, maintaining a culture of exceptionally committed and caring
faculty and staff, advising through student success coaches and college faculty, faculty
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engagement inside and outside of the classroom, and student engagement through a studentcentered approach.
In a multitude of different ways and through many different strategies across the five
institutions that participated in this study, every person interviewed brought up the importance of
creating a welcoming environment on campus for students and helping students feel a sense of
belonging on the campus. This is not surprising at all, and it is consistent with the institutional
variable or social integration variable mentioned previously in this paper through the research
and retention models of Tinto, Bean, Metzner, and many others. These five institutions all
mentioned that they survey their student body about their sense of belonging on campus, whether
they feel the college has created a welcoming environment, and the students are asked how the
institution could improve in that area. Drema Bowers is currently the Director of Student Care
and Advocacy at Pellissippi State, and she mentioned that Pellissippi State is always working on
providing that type of welcoming environment for their students, and that she believes that their
campuses normally feel like a family. She believes that college students need to immediately
find that group of people on campus where they feel connected, heard, and valued. This should
include their peers, but specifically when they find an instructor or an administrator then it really
helps them feel that sense of connection and belonging. Greg Walters, the Assistant Vice
President for Student Success at Northeast State Community College, echoed this sentiment. He
stated that they surveyed their students and had a student focus group to find out what they could
do on campus to support student success and completion. Students told them that the most
impactful thing that the institution could do was to help students feel that they belong and are
welcomed and connected on campus. Greg made the following statement during the interview:
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We have a mindset that we are going to find solutions when we may not have the fiscal or
the human resources to do it. One of our former presidents always said that we're going to
look at what's needed and we're going to make it happen. I think that kind of tradition is
so important. When new employees come to this campus, they see that cultural
expectation and they're indoctrinated into that mindset. I think we do a good job with
that, and I think we've done a good job in hiring people to facilitate that mindset. That
mindset translates to the engagement and connection that our students feel. It is one of the
strongest assets here and that is probably the case for all five of these institutions that you
are studying. We must all look at how to best keep our students connected and engaged at
our institution.
Throughout the interviews, many participants often referred to the importance of the staff
and faculty developing and building meaningful personal relationships with their students, so
that students feel welcomed and connected on campus. Sometimes this was mentioned in
conjunction with the role of the student success coaches or the importance of having faculty
members that are involved and engaged with their students beyond the ordinary classroom
expectation. I think this notion was explained exceptionally well by Kathy Byrd from Pellissippi
State Community College in the following statement:
The other thing we're going to talk a lot about in our in-service is that as a part of our
Achieving the Dream and retention effort we're going to focus on social belonging.
Social belonging doesn't just mean that we make students feel good about being here. It
means that they feel like they belong here because they can do the work. So, it goes
beyond just ‘oh I like it here, I have friends here, and I like my teachers’, it goes beyond
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that to actually attaching that to their self-efficacy. I'm capable of doing this work, and I
have people here who will support me if I'm struggling academically or in other ways.
The SENSE surveys (Attachment D) taken and provided from Roane State included
statements about how welcome students feel when they first come on campus, how their student
success coach made their college life and the transition to college seem very calm and
manageable, and that they feel more comfortable with taking their next classes and reaching their
next educational and career goals because of the connection and comfort level that they have
gained with their success coach. Providing these community college students across Tennessee
with a sense of belonging, a relationship with others, and a campus environment where they feel
welcomed, valued, and supported is significant to their success in college.
The component of maintaining a culture of exceptionally committed and caring faculty
and staff is very closely related to the element of creating a welcoming environment and a sense
of belonging for the students. It was often mentioned that it is the committed and caring faculty
that creates this type of culture on campus that leads to student success, but it is worth
identifying here as a separate component because the significance of the faculty and staff is
much more than just creating that welcoming environment. This was the most frequent response
given when those interviewed were asked to identify the one thing that was most responsible for
their level of success at student retention and completion. They often added that all
postsecondary institutions most certainly have caring and committed faculty and staff, but at
their particular institution it goes far and above what they believe is normal or average. For
example, Adam Robertson from Columbia State Community College said,
We have a lot of people that are committed, and that they'll go above and beyond what is
required of them for their job. They're here until 6:00 or 7:00 PM many nights, and they
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will make sure that students are taken care of and make sure that a program or event is
going well.
Although this sentiment is exactly what you would expect of college faculty and staff,
this was explained to me again and again as being the most significant or impactful “strategy”
related to helping their students remain in school and on their pathway to graduation. When
Jonathan Graham, the Director of Tennessee Promise at Motlow State, was asked this question
about the most significant student success strategy or initiative on their campus, he answered in
this way:
I have got to say that the relationship building between our faculty and staff with our
students is the most significant. I know that there are people at this institution that care a
lot about our students and work very hard to see them succeed. I have observed this since
I started working here. I think that's our “special sauce”. We may not have the most
unique programs or the best technology, and we may not have any kind of real fancy
retention initiatives that are in place and up to date. However, I do know that there are
very caring people here that care about students and their success.
It is only natural to think that every college campus is full of caring, committed, and
compassionate faculty, staff, and administrators; but you get a feeling from each of those
individuals that were interviewed for this study that the dedication and commitment is even
stronger on their campus. This is not something tangible or easily explained, but it is a “feeling”
or an “understanding” that is the expectation or culture of their campus. Kathy Byrd, the Vice
President for Academic Affairs at Pellissippi State made the following statement related to
having a caring and committed faculty:
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I think most everybody who works here really believes in the mission of the college. Our
mission is to create a transformative environment for our students. I'm going on twentyeight years here, and I think that people go out of their way every day to help students
with whatever they need. It may be to help you find your classroom or you need to know
where the cashier's office is, or it may be that a faculty member discovers that this student
needs to use the emergency fund, so I'm going to write a referral for that. The staff and
the faculty at Pellissippi State really believe in their mission here, and they live it out on a
daily basis.
Robin Townson is the Director of Financial Aid at Roane State and she answered this question in
a similar way and related this to their student success coaching model and how so many of the
programs and departments, including the financial aid department, work to serve students
holistically. This was her response when asked to identify the most significant reason for their
success with student persistence and success.
I think it's the support that we give our students, and the relationship building. It's the
student success coaching, but it's also being that cheerleader for the students. You hear a
lot of people at institutions talk about wanting to be that student advocate, and I truly feel
like that's what as an institution, by implementing this program, that shows our focus is
truly on being a student advocate. I think that you know overall, when you look at our
college, that we care about the students. Also, the college is dedicated to providing the
resources and the tools to be able to do that. It's one thing to say that you're going to have
a student success coaching model, but it's another thing to put the resources and the
support behind what you're doing. And we have that, and that is really important to the
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success of our program that we have. It takes a lot of hours, manpower, hard work, and
dedication.
There is an obvious overlap between these first two elements that have been identified
under this theme. A committed and caring staff and faculty will provide a welcoming
environment and a sense of belonging to their students. Likewise, these first two elements
identified in this paper are aligned with many of the other elements and themes that will be
identified. The next component is comprehensive, mandatory, and intrusive advising through the
student success coaching model and transitioning to advising by college faculty.
Advising at all five of these institutions is conducted through a combination of
professional advisors or success coaches and faculty advisors. The first community college in
Tennessee to introduce the success coaching model was Roane State. They initially started the
success coaching model three years ago, and they have continued to modify that approach and
expand their number of success coaches. Also, every person interviewed at Roane State for this
study identified the success coaching model as their most impactful student retention strategy. At
this time, all of the other four institutions identified for this study have started using the success
coaching model except for Northeast State Community College, and they have put together the
framework for the model and are currently finding the adequate resources that will be necessary
to fund it. Kat Baker is the Director of Student Success and the supervisor for the student success
coaches at Roane State, and she described their history and purpose in this way:
For the longest time, we were a very siloed institution and by that, I mean you had an
admissions office, you had a records office, you had a financial aid office, and you had
advising. A few years ago, some of the administrators thought how great it would be if a
student came in and they had one point of contact for everything, they developed a
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relationship with that person, and they had them as an advisor outside of their classroom
professor. They could go to that person for anything and that person was also there to
help them transition into college, whether they were coming from high school or they've
been taking a break for a dozen years. Now, that role is called our completion or success
coaches. We were looking at what other people were doing, and we found that the
majority was very reactive, so they were looking at students who were in trouble or one
of the terms we heard all the time was at-risk. A lot of institutions would use something
like Starfish where they classify students as being red, yellow, or green; and they really
focused on those yellow and red students whereas we wanted to serve every student and
we wanted to advise them prior to them failing a course, missing classes, or being in
trouble in any way that could lead to them failing or dropping out of school. In the
beginning, we wanted every single student to come in to see their success coach, and that
kind of sets us apart because we see everyone no matter if their degree-seeking,
certificate, freshman, readmit, or transfer. Every single student at Roane State is
onboarded with a success coach. They're assigned a coach at application, so the student
fills out the application and chooses their location for the success coach, and within two
to three business days that coach has reached out to that student. We continue to be very
proactive throughout our time with this student, and we're constantly reaching out,
emailing, and texting them. It is very intrusive advising and it is mandatory for every
student at this point.
Each success coach at Roane State goes through an intense 12-week training program on
everything from admissions and advising to financial aid. They are given quizzes, homework,
tests, and they job shadow. They do everything in their 12 weeks of training, so they will have
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the confidence to help their students with almost anything that could happen. A significant
portion of their training is around financial aid, and that training is conducted by the financial aid
office. Robin Townson, Director of Financial Aid, at Roane State told me that she has been at
Roane State for 30 years, and she believes that the success coaching model has been one of the
most impactful things that they have ever done to increase student retention and graduation.
From a financial aid perspective, she said the student success coaching model has enabled them
to process aid much faster and provide funds to students sooner, but it has also helped them to
better inform their students about financial aid and remove the anxiety and worries that students
often have about the financial aid process and the availability of funds. They used to take up to
three months to process a student’s financial aid, and now it is usually processed in 24 – 48
hours.
Karen Brunner and Jamie Stringer both explained that the framework for Roane State’s
student success coaching model really started in 2008 when they initially revamped all of their
student services. At that point, they had separate departments for every service such as
admissions, financial aid, records, advising, and orientation; and at that point, they decided to go
to a one stop model, where they combined financial aid, admissions, records, advising, and
recruiting all in one area. That was their first attempt at creating a universal employee that would
help each student with all of those different services, and that evolved into their current student
success coaching model. They started out with six coaches and only served first-time freshmen
in that way, but now they have 16 success coaches, and every student at Roane State is assigned
a success coach. Advising with the success coach is now mandatory at each of these four
institutions, and they typically have a caseload of 200 - 250 students. The role and significance
of these success coaches is much more than just advising. Their role also includes developing a
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caring relationship with each of their students to create that welcoming environment cited
previously, and they are often the primary caring and committed staff person on campus that was
also mentioned earlier as a component of this larger theme. The number of calls into Roane State
has dropped from 55,000 per month to 15,000 per month because the success coaches have
answered those questions for the students up front. Additionally, the success coach is there to
provide or refer them to many of the other services on campus such as mental health counseling,
tutoring, disability services, student organizations, the food pantry, and the emergency funding
process. Finally, the success coaches are there to help the students in an instructional way. For
example, they teach them how to register for classes, review their alerts, and understand their
financial aid rather than handling every problem for them. This prepares the students to care for
these things themselves if they transfer to a 4-year university. Diane Ward explained that the
success coaches act as a financial aid counselor, academic advisor, career counselor, graduation
coach, counselor, and friend to everyone in their caseload (personal communication.
At all of the four institutions in this study that have the success coaching model, faculty
advisors normally take over advising once a student crosses the 24-hour credit mark, and all five
institutions use their faculty as advisors. Several institutions mentioned that one of the challenges
that they are working to improve is the transition of students from their success coach to a
faculty advisor. Diane Ward explained that the transition from a success coach to a faculty
advisor is similar to a relay race when both sides have a hand on the baton (the student), and they
are trying to smooth out that transition between the two. Roane State and Pellissippi State both
mentioned that the success coaches provide some of the training for the faculty advisors, and
they want their faculty to be involved in training the success coaches about some of the academic
departments, majors, and programs. The relationships that students often have with their success
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coach is usually very different than the relationship with their faculty advisor, and also the scope
of advising with the success coach is much larger than the traditional academic advising that the
faculty provides. Once the student reaches that 24-hour credit mark and is being advised by a
faculty member than they are responsible for being more independent in seeking out help with
areas such as financial aid, tutoring, disability services, or the food pantry. All five institutions
mentioned that their faculty provides a lot of referrals for their students for various on-campus
services, but they are usually not as involved in case management or general counseling as the
student success coaches. However, they are experts on their program or major, so they are better
able to advise their students about the courses offered, graduation requirements, and career
opportunities in their specific field. Also, each institution mentioned that each faculty advisor
will only have about 25 advisees compared to the 200 - 250 students that the professional
advisors serve. Kat Baker explained the transition from a success coach to an advisor in this way:
The transition from a success coach to a faculty advisor is a tricky business, and we are
still three years in trying to perfect that process. I'd really like to see that become a
cleaner process. I would like to see more training on both sides, so that the coaches are
more aware of what the expectations on the faculty side are and the faculty is more
aware of the things that we're doing on the success coach side. I'm a big believer in
communication and information, and I think that we can definitely do more to make
transition a better process for the student. It bothers me to think about a student going
through the transition from someone they've gotten to know, and they feel like they've
been dumped. I don't like that. And if there's ever a thought in my mind that the transition
would negatively affect someone's retention or success here, then I would definitely want
to fix that.
103

Kat Baker added that there has been a drop-off in retention during that transition period
each year, so that process is still a challenge that they are working to improve. Sidney McPhee,
Director of Student Success at Motlow State, described one of the ways that the faculty advisors
and success coaches work together at Motlow State. He explained that their faculty is now
involved in workshops with success coaches, and they have faculty advisement specialists who
have designated hours that they spend in the student success center to help students with
advisement and registration. They have their faculty advisors come into the center to provide
advising which helps them to build relationships with students outside of the classroom. They
also have faculty members who are paid stipends to provide tutoring, and that takes place in the
success center as well. This leads to the next student success component for this theme.
Faculty engagement inside and outside of the classroom is also a critical component to
this theme of a committed and student-focused faculty and staff. Besides teaching and advising,
every institution that participated in this study discussed other ways that their faculty is engaged
with their students and how important that is for the retention of their students. This element
breaks down the traditional silos on campus between the departments. Faculty engagement can
take place in so many different ways, but the purpose of this strategy is to make students feel
welcome on campus and connected to one of their faculty members.
Cissy Holt talked about the extraordinary faculty that they have at Columbia State, and
the level of buy-in that they have from them. She mentioned that the faculty at Columbia State
are very involved in activities and projects on campus such as welcome back-to-school activities,
faculty meet and greet events, and campus organizations and special events. Several interviewees
explained that when a professor is more engaged with their students, then it not only makes the
student feel more connected, but it also helps the professor to make referrals to different
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retention programs and services on campus that will best meet the needs of their students, and it
will also help the professor to best align their teaching to the different learning styles of their
students. Northeast State even provides a referral pad (Appendix C) to every faculty and staff
member to give students referral slips when they need help or support from other areas on
campus
This is how Jonathan Graham of Columbia State described the importance of faculty
engagement:
I have got to mention faculty because they are such a huge part of retention. I think they
often get left out a lot in retention conversations. Once the student affairs and admissions
folks have finished getting students in the door and successfully getting them in the
classroom, a lot of retention then begins to take place right here in a classroom between
the student and the faculty member. So, you've got to have good faculty there and again
it's those meaningful relationships that are built between faculty and our students that
support retention. I remember when I was in school, and it was my faculty members who
made me want to go to class. Maybe you want to show up because of those great faculty
members and these faculty-student relationships are a huge part of the retention
conversation.
Many of the examples given by the participants about faculty engagement related to the
ways that faculty engage students outside of their classroom, but Karen Brunner discussed an
initiative that will provide more student-faculty engagement within the classroom. After studying
the success of Patrick Henry Community College in Virginia, Roane State has been in the
process of training their faculty to incorporate more collaborative and project-based learning into
their lesson plans. They currently have over 50 faculty members that have been trained to use
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more of these techniques in their classroom, and they have already seen the success of this.
Brunner explained it this way:
The faculty who have been to the training has started using some of these techniques in
the classroom already with really positive results. So, I think that's going to really mean
that's where we're targeting our efforts now moving forward for those populations. They
need it. I think that classroom piece is really going to be the key. Keeping students here
and engaged. How do we keep them in that math 1530 class? They may never love it, but
they might just stay there because it's fun. You know it was so interesting. That is one of
the things that are important to students. You’ve got to get them up and moving and
actively engaged in their learning. So, I think that one of the strategies that's going to
make a big difference here, and we've just barely scratched the surface on that. It is not
just the collaborative piece but the project-based learning piece.
One final way that the faculty can engage their students both inside and outside of the
classroom is through service-learning. Each of the five institutions has incorporated servicelearning into their curriculum across many programs and academic departments. Specifically,
Drema Bowers, the Director of Service-Learning at Pellissippi State, was interviewed for this
research study, and she explained that most of Pellissippi State’s students that participate in
service-learning do so through one of their classes. For this reason, she presents at faculty
orientation each year to create an awareness around service-learning being a best practice and to
share with them why they need to report their service-learning activities. Last year she created an
event where the professors could select a non-profit and a project for their class. That helped the
professors to better understand service-learning because if they can get the professors to realize
how service-learning can be utilized to meet their learning objectives, then they can just make
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that a part of their class. She explained that it is easier to get the professors hooked than to get
the students. “The students don't know the difference between volunteering and service-learning.
They just don't. And so, it really is on the professors to really make it exciting, find that agency,
and connect with it”. She wrapped up her interview about faculty engagement, service-learning,
and student success in this way that combines several of the themes identified in this study.
We're continuing to work on that sense of belonging; I think the students really know that
we care about them. Again, we're on five campuses and some of our campuses are very
small. The campus deans and the instructors and everybody there know everybody. I
worked on one of those campuses for three of my five years here, so I can tell you that it's
truly a family, and I think when students find their one or two of those people that are
their people, they do feel connected, and I think we've been able to do that here at
Pellissippi State. I believe our students, when they find their one or two here, they feel
connected, heard, and valued. I think specifically when they can find an instructor or an
administrator, I think that helps. I really do believe that helps.
The final component of this theme is the process of engaging students through a studentcentered approach. Increasing student retention and success through intentional and focused
student engagement initiatives has been a part of several other components such as the student
success coaching model, faculty engagement initiatives, and others just outlined. However,
student engagement by itself was mentioned so many times throughout this study that it deserves
its own component because this approach or mindset is often the source of the other programs
and strategies on campus. Also, when many of the participants for this study explained their
student engagement strategies and its significance to their retention plans, they often included
that they have moved towards a student-centered approach in all that they do at the institution
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including retention. I think this feeling was summed up by Diane Ward when she stated that
Roane State has a student-centered approach to success, so everything else that they do feeds into
that. Drema Bowers and Mika'il Petin referred to this concept as meeting the students where they
are in life and meeting their every need whether that is academic, social, physical, or emotional;
and Greg Walters referred to this as having a student-first mentality in all that they do at
Northeast State Community College. For many of these institutions, they explained that a
student-centered approach means that they are making decisions, asking questions, and creating
programs and initiatives based upon what is in the best interest of their students rather than
criteria such as what may be cheapest or easiest for their faculty, staff, administration, or
institution as a whole. I believe that this story told by Jamie Stringer explains this idea best:
At Roane State we started out with the holistic idea of serving our students from the
beginning. We want to support the entire student. Every employee here will say that
they're thinking about the whole student. For instance, if a student goes to one stop and
says I want to drop this class, they're not just going to drop them. They're going to tell
them how this will impact their financial aid and look at the whole picture. They are even
going to go one step further and will ask why are you dropping it. Are you having any
issues that we might be able to help you with? We are looking to serve the student
completely and not just academically. Not just as a student support service, but as a
person. All these things were built to interlock with one another. I think it just boils down
to people. Education is a people business. You kind of have to break it down to the most
basic human elements. Listen to the people, having empathy for people, and help them
when you can. They are not customers. It's a lot like going to the doctor. You're not a
customer of that doctor. He's going to tell you things you don't want to hear. He's going
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to do what's best for you but not necessarily what always makes you happy. We train our
folks on how to break bad news to people, and we do a lot of that. In the very beginning
when we did this, our enrollment dropped because we were sending people to the TCATS
because we were doing what was best for them and not what was best for the college. So,
we cost the college some money, but we did it for the right reasons and now we have
students that are here, and they are being retained because they want to be here and know
that they are fully supported by us.
Student engagement is about the institution’s focus and commitment to helping students
feel connected to the institution as well as its faculty, staff, and students both inside and outside
of the classroom. This often includes traditional student clubs, activities, recreation, student life,
and organizations on campus; but it can also include unique opportunities such as project-based
learning in a classroom environment, service-learning at the campus garden, internships and
career opportunities, and just providing students with many opportunities to make significant
connections on campus.
Campus-wide Communications, Collaboration, and Alignment of Student Success Services
This theme has three critical components to student success: a communications plan for
students, faculty, and staff about student success services, an effective student success course,
and holistic and aligned student success services. Every person that was identified for this study
talked about the importance of effective communications on campus, and how a college campus
needed to have a communications plan for both the students as well as the faculty, staff, and
administrators. A school can have all of the resources, programs, initiatives, and retention
services that can be imagined, but if the students on campus are not aware of them or the process
or procedures to participate, then the services and initiatives will not be utilized or have any
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impact. Students need to know that resources exist and they must know how to access them.
Likewise, the staff and faculty on a college campus are frequently the ones that will be referring
students to various resources, physically taking them to a certain department or service, or telling
students about services such as tutoring, career services, financial aid, or service-learning.
Therefore, it is crucial that the faculty and staff are very knowledgeable about these programs,
services, and initiatives on the campus, and they must continue to be updated as these programs
and services are changed, added, or updated. This ranged from sending messages and regular
updates about financial aid to faculty advisors and success coaches, information disseminated
through new student orientation and in-service or departmental meetings for faculty, and the use
of alerts and text messaging to everyone on campus. Jonathan Graham, the Director of Tennessee
Promise at Motlow State explained that he believes that communication has been the key to
retention and persistence at Motlow State, and he explained their communications strategy in this
way:
The most important thing that I can think of that I do when it comes to the retention of
our Tennessee Promise students is my communications role with them. This starts from
the time that a student thinks about coming to school to the time that they intend to
graduate. That communication piece throughout the entire process is key. I'm very glad
that we’re trying to change our communication strategy to meet younger people where
they're at. I’ve been texting our students since July 2018. I will text our students about
financial aid and community service deadlines, and I will communicate with those
students who may be in danger of losing their scholarship due to their GPA. That first
step or strategy for increasing student retention and success for us would be our
communications strategy to students.
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Along those same lines, Kat Baker from Roane State explained that she believes that
typically students do not persist because they are uninformed, and that is the primary role of their
success coaches. Success coaches tell students about all of the services and opportunities on
campus, and they help students make informed decisions about things like financial aid,
dropping classes, or joining a club or organization.
Several other people interviewed for this study talked about the importance of
communications in a very different way than just communicating with students through texting,
student success coaches, or their online portal. Some people discussed their process of
restructuring on campus to eliminate silos between departments or between faculty and staff in
areas such as financial aid, admissions, orientation, and tutoring. What happens in one
department will impact what happens or should happen in another department. Kathy Byrd and
Diane Ward talked about the importance of communicating all of the student success programs
and initiatives to the faculty because they are the ones that see students the most and often have
the closest relationships with them, so they need to be in a position to refer students to the most
appropriate program or service to meet their needs. Greg Walters, from Northeast State
Community College, explained that as part of Achieving the Dream they created
interdisciplinary teams of faculty and staff to help identify their greatest challenges to student
retention and success. The group determined that their main concern or obstacle to student
success was communication, so as a part of their Achieving the Dream plan, they had to tackle
communications on campus. He said that communications always felt like a mystery to them.
The next component in this theme is the presence of a multitude of traditional student
services. Every postsecondary institution has a variety of student services that contribute to the
persistence of their student body. Some of these programs and services such as the student
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success coaches, faculty and professional advising, and their student success course has already
been mentioned through the previous discussed themes. However, there are many other student
success services that were discussed during the interviews for this study that also significantly
contribute to the retention and graduation of community college students in Tennessee. The
programs and services that were mentioned most frequently during this study included the
following: tutoring, career services, orientations, service-learning, counseling, disability services,
financial aid, parent services, TRIO, early alerts and texting, food pantries and clothing closets,
and emergency funding. Greg Walters, the Assistant Vice-President for Student Success at
Northeast State Community College, explained that it is not nearly enough for an institution to
have all of these student success services, but that there needs to be a method for creating an
awareness about these programs for the students, and there really needs to be a database or
system in place so that all of the faculty and staff on campus are aware of these student success
services and can regularly promote and refer students to these services. All employees should be
able to assist students in the process of engaging and utilizing student success services. Northeast
State Community College has created a searchable database as part of its Student Success
Synergy efforts. This Student Success Inventory currently contains 270 student success programs
and initiatives on campus (Appendix B). This continuously growing database is available online
for Northeast State students, faculty, staff, and community members to utilize.
Two of the student success programs that were mentioned most frequently during this
study were food pantries and emergency funding. Every institution that participated in this study
now has some type of program related to those two services. Some of the institutions have food
pantries on every campus and some do not, and some community colleges have multiple places
on campus that students can pick up food or food vouchers. Several of those surveyed said that
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their faculty and staff are often surprised to find that some of their students are coming to school
hungry and unable to afford paying for food. Several of the interviewees mentioned that they
have recognized that some of their students are homeless, and they have started to try to serve
them as best as possible. Most of these students are in temporary situations where they need
some assistance. As it relates to student success, the food pantries usually solve one of two
situations. Either a student cannot focus on their academics because they are hungry, or they
drop out of school to work and increase their income. Karen Brunner stated the following related
to their food pantries and food insecurity:
The whole issue of food insecurity has been a big one for us this past couple of years. So,
we have a full food pantry at our Cumberland County campus, and we just opened one
here on the main campus. That's really going to have a full-blown opening this fall. We
received a grant from Kroger to be able to purchase and work with Second Harvest Food
Bank. Both of those campuses will be working with Second Harvest. Right now, we just
have a whole lot of shelf stable items. We're discovering that's a big part of it. You know,
if you're hungry you can’t learn very well right. So that kind of all works together.
Another student success initiative that is closely related to the food pantries on campus
was referred to as emergency funding. Some institutions called this “student needs” while others
referred to it as “the foundation.” In all these situations, the purpose is very similar and that is to
meet the temporary and unanticipated needs that students often have which can derail them from
focusing on their academics and staying on track to graduate. These funds are used for a variety
of things such as transportation, rent, utility bills, books, clothes, and childcare. Most of the
community colleges studied mentioned that there is a maximum amount of money that a student
can get each semester, and that the faculty, staff, and administrators at the school are usually the
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ones that refer students for emergency funding. At some of these community colleges, the faculty
and institutional foundation is heavily involved in raising the funds for the emergency funding
account.
The directors of the TRIO Student Support Services programs at Pellissippi State and
Northeast State Community Colleges were interviewed for this study. These programs are
federally funded by the U.S. Department of Education, and they primarily serve low-income,
first-generation, and students with disabilities with student support services such as intrusive
tutoring, counseling, advising, mentoring, and student success workshops. Administrators from
several of the institutions explained that the level of student engagement that the Student Support
Services programs have with their students is what they would like to have with many other
students on campus, but they do not have the necessary funds to provide that level of support to
every student. The TRIO Student Support Services programs are usually funded to serve 150 to
250 students on the campus. For example, Cissy Holt explained that the TRIO model is how they
would love to serve every one of their students.
One area that almost every institution mentioned that can be improved is their career
services departments and how their institution interacts with the local business and industry. This
varied greatly from Columbia State that does not have a career services department, Motlow
State where Mika'il Petin stated that their students need more career coaching, and Pellissippi
State where they are trying to increase their number of internships and work-based learning
opportunities. Jamie Stringer explained the role and objective of career services in this way:
I think we need to do more in terms of career coaching. We have an issue with students
who do not know what they really want to be. We have done a really good job of
bringing together different departments such as admissions, enrollment, advising, and
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success coaches to help students create a degree map. It shows students every class they
have to take and not only that, it goes the extra step and tells them about what the jobs
look like. If you are a nurse, you're going to see blood, and you're going to be on your
feet so much. A lot of times we get people in here making career choices based on this
nurse that helped me when I was nine. So, now I want to be a nurse. You know I might
have a 1.6 grade point average in biology, but I really want to be a nurse. We have to get
more in tune with what they think they want and not talk them out of it, that's not what
our job, but to just really embrace it, and make sure that's what they want. We do have a
little bit of a luxury in this being their first two years. It's more general, but we've really
got to get them prepared for the university, so they don't waste time and effort being
something they don't really want to be.
Finally, a critical and evolving element related to student services is an effective student
success course. Each of the five institutions selected for this study provides a student success
course that is mandatory for almost all their first-time freshmen. At most of these community
colleges, students can be exempt from taking the student success course if they transferred in
more than twenty-four semester credits or if they are a non-traditional student. Sometimes, this
course is referred to as their college 101 or freshmen experience course, and it is normally a
three-credit hour course. Every institution that participated in this study mentioned how their
student success course has evolved over the last several years as their students started to receive
some of this information through their student success coaches. Several institutions explained
that previously their student success course was only one semester credit hour, and the course
just took place for the first 6-10 weeks of the semester. As the community colleges have changed
and expanded the content of these courses, moved towards mandatory participation, evaluated
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the impact of using different teaching strategies and instructors for the courses, and they have
reviewed the student evaluations for these courses; they have all recognized that the student
success courses can be a very important strategy for getting students off to a great start and
increasing student retention and success. The courses are usually taught by a combination of fulltime college faculty, adjunct faculty, and professional staff members. These student success
courses usually cover many topics including time management, technology on campus,
personality assessments, learning style assessments, budgeting, communications, campus
resources, goal setting, degree planning, problem solving, career exploration, test taking, and
organizational skills. Diane Ward stated that they have had many students tell them that this
course was their “life ring”, and it was responsible for keeping them in college and teaching
them many of the student success strategies that they needed to stay on track at Roane State and
graduate.
Sandra Serkownek is the coordinator for the student success courses at Columbia State,
and she explained how this course has evolved since it started in the fall of 2016. She prepares
lesson plans, templates, and curriculum for the instructors to use, and she trains them using
curriculum that she received at a first-year experience conference and other sources. A portion of
her syllabus and the learning objectives for the course was created based upon a list of eight
career ready skills that employers are looking for when hiring college graduates. Serkownek
explained that according to the National Association of Colleges and Employers, mastering these
eight career-ready skills will help students achieve a fulfilling and successful career (Appendix
A). These eight career-ready skills are:
•

Creative Thinking: Problem Solving
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•

Oral & Written Communications

•

Teamwork

•

Digital Technology

•

Leadership

•

Professionalism/Work Ethic

•

Career Management

•

Global/Intercultural Fluency

Rushton Johnson explained that the student success course is mandatory along with their
advising and orientation at Pellissippi State, and that these three student success strategies have
made a significant impact on their student retention rates and specifically how they provide wrap
around services to serve every student group on campus in a holistic way.
Targeting Underserved Student Groups and Closing the Equity Gaps in Student Retention
Every institution that participated in this study talked about increasing their overall
retention and success rates by targeting groups of students that have traditionally been
underserved and have had lower rates of retention and graduation at their community college. As
mentioned previously, all five of these community colleges are a part of the Achieving the
Dream network, and one of the objectives of Achieving the Dream is to address the systemic
inequities within higher education to increase social and economic mobility for all students.
Achieving the Dream institutions spend the first year analyzing their data to identify their equity
gaps in enrollment, retention, and graduation. Next, they will spend a year inventorying and
analyzing their policies, procedures, strategies, and initiatives to identify what is working and
what is not working to remove those equity gaps. Finally, they will make data-driven decisions
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about what changes need to take place on campus to remove those gaps in enrollment, retention,
and success. Therefore, the targeted groups of students and the interventions utilized will look
very different at each campus. Rushton Johnson described their approach at Pellissippi State in
this way:
We will be focusing on what we're calling our equity groups, and so we have first
generation college students, underrepresented minorities, African American males, firstgeneration college students, adult learners or non-traditional students, and others. So
those students who are under-resourced in one way or another, coming in socioeconomically with not as many resources as others, and so we've tried to target those
populations because of their outcomes. It's borne out in the data that there are gaps for
those groups. Having these relationships and mentoring relationships with these students
through programs and initiatives such as TRIO is very important to their success here.
We try to identify who are the students that fall into these groups and then provide
individual services such as intrusive and intentional coaching and support that we know
matters.
Here is a comprehensive list of all the student groups that were identified during the
interviews as being targeted across the five institutions:
•

Academically At-Risk

•

Adults – TN Reconnect

•

African Americans

•

African American Males

•

Athletes
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•

First Generation

•

Low-Income

•

Majors with Low Success Rates

•

Minorities

•

TRIO Students

•

Students with Disabilities

•

TN Promise Students

•

Veterans
Of these thirteen student groups identified, four of them were discussed at each of the

five institutions that participated in this study and by almost every participant. These four student
groups were adults, minorities (specifically including African American students and African
American males), TN Promise students, and veterans. Due primarily to the Tennessee Reconnect
initiative, every community college studied has some type of adult services director or
coordinator, Tennessee Reconnect director, or director of adult initiatives. The adult population
has grown at each institution over the past several years, and they have all found that this older
population is unique and has needs and characteristics that are very different than traditional
community college students. Allison Barton, Director of Adult Initiatives at Motlow State
Community College, explained that often the needs of the adult population has to do with
financial aid, scheduling of classes, technology, Tennessee Reconnect requirements, or a general
orientation to the campus. Karen Brunner, Drema Bowers, and Sandra Serkownek all pointed out
that their adult students are often more highly motivated, focused, and determined than their
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traditional students, and that they will regularly have higher retention rates than their traditional
college-aged students as well.
Every community college in this study revealed that one of their significant equity gaps
in student retention and success is with minority students and several of them specifically
mentioned African Americans, African American males, and Hispanic students. Regularly, this
was mentioned as an area of great concern and focus, and that strategies and initiatives aligned
with addressing this concern was currently a part of their plan with Achieving the Dream.
Strategies for addressing these concerns often included collaboration and alignment with some of
the themes mentioned previously such as faculty and student engagement, student success
services, student success coaches, and having a student-centered approach on campus, but the
strategies were modified to specifically address the needs of minority students. Examples of this
would include a Hispanic or African American student organization, having faculty and staff that
are of the same race or ethnicity of the students, developing English as a Second Language
(ESL) programs, creating a mentorship program for African American males, training the staff
and faculty on cultural competency, and increasing the resources of their access and diversity
offices. Rushton Johnson revealed that under-represented minorities have a thirteen-percentage
point gap in graduation rates at Pellissippi State, and he explained that fixing that problem starts
with colleges owning the problem and then committing to solutions and the resources to address
it.
Almost all traditional students at the community colleges in Tennessee are Tennessee
Promise eligible except the few that did not meet the Tennessee residency requirements, graduate
from a high school in Tennessee, complete their Tennessee Promise application or FAFSA, or
meet the community service or mandatory Tennessee Promise meeting requirement during their
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senior year of high school. Since almost all the traditional students at these community colleges
in Tennessee are either Tennessee Promise students or they were Tennessee Promise eligible
students, and then the community colleges that participated in this study are not serving these
students differently than any other student at their school. The only exception to this is that some
of these colleges have a Tennessee Promise director or coordinator that helps students maintain
their eligibility for the Tennessee Promise by reminding them about the requirements such as the
minimum grade point average that they must maintain, their community service hours for each
semester, and completing the FAFSA by the Tennessee Promise deadline. Several of the
institutions also have individuals in their financial aid office that primarily serve students with
problems or concerns related to their Tennessee Promise funding. Also, although every
institution praised the state of Tennessee and the Tennessee Promise initiative, several of the
participants explained the challenge with some Tennessee Promise students as it relates to
student retention and success. They revealed that with the Tennessee Promise their institution has
had an increase in students that did not really want to come to college, but their parents or
families made them because it is free. These students often lack the direction and/or motivation
to persist in college, and the community college then has the responsibility to help these students
discover what they want to do with their life and how they will achieve that goal. Sometimes the
answer to that discovery for those students is that they should be somewhere else such as a
Tennessee College of Applied Technology or the military to meet their personal goals and
dreams.
The final group of students that was mentioned regularly during this study about student
retention was military veterans. Veterans also fall into the adult population for specific services,
but most institutions in this study also have a staff person dedicated to coaching and counseling
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veterans, and they all have at least one person in their financial aid department that is the
financial aid contact for veterans due to the many requirements related to their GI Bill. Some of
the institutions also have a staffed veterans affairs office, veterans resource center, and/or a
veteran student organization where the veterans can meet and interact with other veterans on
campus. Finally, a few of the colleges explained that they have recognized that some veterans
come to the college needing additional counseling or time with a social worker, and they have
made arrangements to meet those needs as well.
Emerging Retention Theory
This research study on community college retention and success initiatives in Tennessee
was based upon the retention theories of Cabrera et al. (1993) and Bean and Metzner (1985).
Previously, this review of literature explored the retention theories of Tinto and Bean. Cabrera’s
retention theory basically combines Tinto’s Student Integration Models for Retention (1975,
1982, 1993) and Bean’s Causal Models of Student Attrition (1980, 1985). The retention model
by Cabrera identified the following factors in student retention: academics, social integration,
commitment to the institution and completion, encouragement by family and friends, and the
environment. Cabrera found that student persistence was a result of the complex interplay
between the different individual, institutional, and environmental factors.
Bean and Metzner developed a very complex model of student retention for community
college students that were based upon background variables, academic variables, environmental
variables, and psychological variables. Social integration variables, academic outcome variables,
and intention to leave the institution are also retention factors for Bean and Metzner with
minimal influence. Bean and Metzner found that social integration variables have only minimal
effects on retention for nontraditional students compared to the importance of social integration
122

for traditional college students. With an understanding that this study was solely based upon the
institution’s perspective and the programs and initiatives that the individuals that were
interviewed felt were most impactful for their students, the themes identified in this study found
the following variables most important to student retention for these community colleges:
academics, social integration, commitment to the institution and completion, encouragement and
support by the faculty and staff, environmental factors, and psychological outcome variables. In
addition to these variables, the background variables of the students such as race, ethnicity,
family income, first-generation, and academic readiness were used by the institutions to either
create and develop programs and services that will meet the specific needs of those students
and/or to identify those students and introduce them to the programs and services on campus that
should help them through the specific barriers that the institution expects those at-risk students to
face. One striking difference between this research study and the findings of Bean and Metzner is
that Bean and Metzner found that the greatest “difference between the attrition process of
traditional and nontraditional students is that nontraditional students are more affected by the
external environment than by the social integration variables affecting traditional student
attrition” (Bean & Metzner, 1985, p. 485). Community college students are usually considered
nontraditional students, and this study found that these community colleges in Tennessee believe
that social integration is extremely important to the persistence of these students, and they spend
a lot of their resources to help their students integrate within the campus, feel welcome at the
institution, and feel a sense of belonging on campus by the faculty and staff. The significance of
social integration on a community college campus may vary based upon the age of the
community college student, and that would be an area for future research. Finally, the central
theory identified by this study on community college retention in Tennessee was related to the
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impact and relationship of administrators, faculty, and staff with the students on campus. This is
entirely consistent with the following statement from Tinto:
The secret to successful retention lies, as it always has, in the very foundations of the
higher educational enterprise rightly understood, namely that it is at its core an enterprise
committed to the education of all its students, faculty, and staff members. (Tinto, 1987,
p.3
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Chapter 5: Discussion
Summary
The purpose of this research study was to identify and understand the different programs,
initiatives, and strategies that have been utilized at the five community colleges in Tennessee
with the highest retention rates between fall 2015 and fall 2017. The five community colleges in
Tennessee that participated in this study were Columbia State, Motlow State, Northeast State,
Pellissippi State, and Roane State. This research study will help fill a gap in the literature with
regards to community college retention in the United States, but more specifically this study will
provide much needed qualitative data for community college retention initiatives, practices,
programs, and policies in Tennessee for the first two years since the first cohort of Tennessee
Promise students began in the fall of 2015.

The significance of this research study could be quite broad. First, it will contribute to the
body of knowledge and the fields of study related to college retention and success by identifying
the retention strategies and initiatives that have been most frequently utilized and deemed most
impactful by these Tennessee community colleges with the highest rates of student retention
during these two years. This study will also help to identify the retention and success programs
and strategies that have been used to reach certain at-risk or underserved student populations.
This research study will provide much needed qualitative data on retention and persistence with
community college students, commuter students, and students that are typically considered nontraditional for a variety of reasons such as their age, lack of academic readiness, status as a
working student, or their delayed entry into college after high school graduation. This
information is of great value and can lead to policy and funding changes from the Tennessee
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State Legislature, the Tennessee Higher Education Commission (THEC), the Tennessee Board of
Regents (TBR), or any of the community colleges across the state of Tennessee as they seek to
replicate and implement the retention strategies identified here.
The theoretical framework for this research study on community college retention in
Tennessee is based upon the Integrated Student Retention Model by Cabrera, Nora, & Castaneda
(1993) and Bean and Metzner’s Conceptual Model of Nontraditional Undergraduate Student
Attrition (1985). These particular models of student retention have already integrated Tinto’s
Student Integration Model (1975, 1987) and the Student Attrition Model of Bean (1982). These
theoretical models show that student attrition is a result of a complex interaction between
students’ personal academic and non-academic attributes as well as the characteristics of their
academic institutions and the significant impact of student/college fit on students’ intention to
persist.
A grounded theory approach through a constructivist framework was selected for this
study because the goal was to seek greater understanding and establish a generalized theory
about the process, initiatives, and programs that have been successful in college retention at these
institutions in Tennessee. The specific grounded theory that was utilized for this study was
through a constructivist approach based upon the research of Charmaz. The constructivist
approach taken by Charmaz claims that the grounded theory is subjective and includes the
interpretations and perspectives of the researcher.
The first research question analyzed in this study was the following:
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How have particular student success strategies, programs, services, policies, and initiatives
been designed, implemented, and utilized by community colleges in Tennessee to increase
student retention rates during the first two years of the Tennessee Promise (2015 – 2017)?
The four themes identified by this research study that addressed this research question
were the following:
Institutional Vision and Leadership Focused on Student Success
The president sets the tone, establishes the culture, sets the priorities, and commits the necessary
funding for student success at the institution. The president is also responsible for establishing a
vision for the institution and sharing that expectation with the faculty, staff, and administrators.
Committed and Student-focused Faculty, Staff, and Administration
This theme refers to the culture at the institution that makes students feel welcome at the school
and this is a place that they belong and can succeed. This refers to the feeling that the students
get from the faculty and staff on campus in addition to the programs and services that will help
them succeed. This theme also includes having exceptionally committed faculty and staff, using
the student success coaching model, increasing faculty engagement, and having a studentcentered approach to all services, programs, and initiatives.
Campus-wide Communications, Collaboration, and Alignment of Student Success Services
A campus must have myriad student services to meet the needs of a very diverse student
population. These comprehensive services need to meet the holistic needs of each student, they
should be aligned in a way to enhance collaboration between the programs, and the institution
needs a plan to effectively inform the students, staff, and faculty of these programs and services.
These communication plans may include platforms such as texting, student referral system,
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student portals, and online student service databases. If retention initiatives and services on
campus are going to be fully utilized, students, faculty, and staff must be fully aware of them.
Targeting Underserved Student Groups and Closing the Equity Gaps in Student Retention
Every institution that participated in this research study has focused on closing their equity gaps
in retention and success by targeting underserved student groups. Every institution in this study
is focused on closing their equity gaps by focusing on minorities, adults, veterans, and Tennessee
Promise students, while some of them are also targeting student groups such as athletes, first
generation college students, low-income students, and those that enter college academically
unprepared for college.
The second research question analyzed in this study was the following:
How can community colleges in Tennessee best tailor student success programs to support
the specific needs of the various underserved student groups?
Here is a comprehensive list of all the student groups that were identified during the interviews
as being targeted across the five institutions:
•

Academically At-Risk

•

Adults – TN Reconnect

•

African Americans

•

African American Males

•

Athletes

•

First Generation

•

Low-Income

•

Students in Majors with Low Success Rates
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•

Minorities

•

TRIO Students

•

Students with Disabilities

•

TN Promise Students

•

Veterans
The institutions took one of two different approaches to serving students in these groups

or a combination of both approaches. The first method was to identify the students in those
groups and make them aware of all of the existing student services on campus that would help
them succeed. With this approach, it was the responsibility of counselors, advisors, faculty, staff,
and others to connect the students in these underserved student groups to these services. With
this approach, the services or programs were not necessarily created or tailored to these student
groups, but the institutions worked especially hard to make sure that these students were aware
of and took advantage of existing campus retention services. The other approach taken to support
these underserved groups was to first identify the groups of students that need additional support
or whose retention and graduation rates were less than the institutional average. Next, they would
create programs, initiatives, policies, and services that would be tailored to the needs and
characteristics of the students in the at-risk group. Examples of this included TRIO-Student
Support Service programs, mentoring programs for African American males, an office of
disability services, scholarships for minorities, financial aid counselors that focus on veterans,
Tennessee Reconnect advisors, and tutoring or remediation programs for students that arrive on
campus academically unprepared for college.
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Discussion of the Findings and Implications
The first significant similarity identified in this research study was that every community
college in this study was part of Achieving the Dream. Their membership in Achieving the
Dream meant primarily two things related to this study. The first was that they were an
institution that was committed to student success, and that they had a framework and data driven
plan for increasing student retention and success. The second part of their membership in
Achieving the Dream meant that they were committed to identifying and closing their
achievement gaps through interventions and initiatives aimed at better supporting those
underserved students on their campus. Next, each of these community colleges have a president
that is focused on student retention and success, and they have a data-driven plan and a vision to
increase their student retention and success rates. This is a priority for these campus leaders, and
they mobilize campus faculty, staff, and support around their vision. Although there was
commonality between many of the student services on these five campus, one of the most
significant commonalities was the caring, committed, and student-focused administrators,
faculty, and staff on each campus. There was not a single policy, program, initiative, or service
that was more important than that simple, yet profound, underlying theme. The people in place at
these institutions and the relationships that they build with students make the most significant
difference in the students’ success.
These finding are most closely aligned with Tinto’s Student Integration Model (1975,
1987) where he explains that it is the responsibility of the institution to fully support students
through the college-going process. Although Bean includes the role of the institution in his
model, he primarily focused on the background variables of the student, their attitude about the
institution, and their commitment to graduate. It is worth noting that this study is from the
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perspective of the institution and what they can do to help students succeed as opposed to
identifying all of the factors in student retention. This was best explained when Dr. Johnson from
Pellissippi State Community College maintained that regardless of the background, academic
preparation, or college-readiness of the student; it is the responsibility of the institution to
support that student with whatever they need to succeed.
Next, if you examine the core of many of the themes identified for this study, then it
comes back to the belief that students do not persist in college because of a program, policy, or
initiative; but that students remain in school and continue on a path towards graduation because
of a person or several people on campus that care about them and their success. This study is
from the perspective of the institution and what they can do to increase student retention, but all
of these themes are aligned with the work of Tinto and specifically to his Student Integration
Model (1975, 1987). Tinto believed that the social integration of students, which he explained
includes the college’s faculty-student interactions, the students’ extracurricular involvement, and
student services provided by the institution, were the core determinant of student retention.
These themes are not consistent with Cabrera's Integrated Student Retention Model (1993)
because that model includes Bean’s Model of Student Attrition (1982) which is based upon
student variables such as academic factors, commitment factors, external factors, and
environmental factors. However, these models also include the importance of encouragement
from friends and family on a student’s retention; and the themes identified in this study displayed
the importance of encouragement by the faculty, staff, and administration at the college.
These themes are also not consistent with the variables identified by Bean and Metzner
(1985), but again this is because the themes identified in this study are related to the institutional
variables and not the individual variables such as the background of the student or their
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environmental or academic variables. It is also significant that Bean and Metzner’s Conceptual
Model of Nontraditional Undergraduate Student Attrition (Bean & Metzner, 1985) is considered
a model for community colleges and community college students, but many of the students
served by these community colleges are traditional students that have chosen to start their
postsecondary education at a community college. According to Bean and Metzner, social
integration is not an important factor for community college students, but that is certainly not the
case from the perspective of the community colleges in this study. Unlike the theory by Bean and
Metzner that focused primarily on non-traditional students at community colleges, this research
study found that social integration is very significant to traditional age community college
student retention. A community college that has an extremely committed faculty, staff, and
administration, and that understands that their relationship with students is more important than
anything else to student retention will always find a way to provide their students with whatever
they need to succeed at the institution. These institutions, and their faculty, staff, and
administration put their students first in everything that they do, and they answer every question
or problem through the lens of what is best for their students. They are willing to do whatever it
takes to serve their students and help them succeed. This research study found that those factors
are more important to the institution than students’ background factors, academic factors, and
environmental factors.
Next, the interconnectedness and relationship between the different themes and student
services on campus is very important. For example, a community college can have excellent
student retention services and programs, but if there is not a communications plan in place that
will inform the students, faculty, and staff about the available services, then they will not be
utilized or have any impact on the campus or students. The community college will not have a
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welcoming environment or provide students with a sense of belonging on campus without a
committed faculty and staff or a student- centered approach to student engagement. One final
example is that the student success coaching model and faculty advisors can only be successful
at increasing student retention by having quality comprehensive student success services and
student engagement strategies that can be utilized by their students. Students are not retained
because of just one program or service on campus, but they persist by using a variety of these
interconnected services to meet their academic and personal needs.
The last finding is related to targeting services to meet the retention needs of the
underserved and at-risk populations on campus. All of the institutions that took part in this study
have been committed to serving all of their students well, identifying their gaps in student
success and achievement, and either making sure that the underserved student groups will be
served by the existing services or creating new programs and services for these underserved
groups. A total of 13 at-risk or underserved student groups were identified in this study, and the
following four student groups were identified by all five of the institutions in this study as a
population they have targeted for additional support in student retention and success: adults,
minorities, Tennessee Promise students, and veterans. At times, certain retention programs and
services were designed for a specific group of students such as a mentoring program for African
American males, a student services center for veterans, a student success course just for athletes,
or advisors assigned to adults or Tennessee Promise students. Other times, an institution did not
necessarily construct and implement a new service or program just for these student groups, but
they would spend time identifying the students in these at-risk groups, meeting with those
students, and connecting those students to the existing student retention and success services on
campus.
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Some of these student support programs serve a very small number of students such as the
veterans or TRIO students on campus, while other programs such as a Tennessee Promise or
Tennessee Reconnect programs may serve a large population on campus. The goal with all of
these programs and targeted services is to remove the institution’s equity gaps with regards to
student retention and success and to remove or remediate the barriers that often cause these atrisk students to drop out of school. This finding is the only one in this study that identifies both
the student variables and the institutional variables on student retention. It includes the academic
variables, social variables, commitment factors, external factors, and encouragement influences
identified by Cabrera, and it also includes the background variables, academic variables,
environmental variables, and psychological variables identified by Bean and Metzner. However,
the institutions in this study are using these factors to determine how to best serve these students
and help them succeed on campus.
Implications for Future Research
This research study has added to the body of knowledge related to college student
retention, and specifically it has helped to identify and understanding the retention strategies,
programs, and initiatives utilized at the five community colleges in Tennessee that had the
highest retention rates between 2015 -2107. This presents many opportunities for future research
on student retention. Additional retention research could include all of the community colleges in
Tennessee, which would allow the researcher to compare the retention strategies at those
community colleges with the highest retention rates to those strategies and programs at those
community colleges with the lowest retention rates. This could lead to another potential research
study which would include isolating the themes identified in this study or in the study with all
community colleges in Tennessee to determine the individual effect of each one. In Tennessee,
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community colleges have the lowest retention rates when compared with 4-year institutions,
private institutions, and vocational/technical colleges. Future research could include comparing
the retention strategies and initiatives at the community colleges in Tennessee with these other
types of institutions in Tennessee. There is also an opportunity for future retention research at the
community colleges in Tennessee by conducting a similar qualitative study from the perspective
of the students and the faculty.
There were three other areas for future research that were presented by the participants
during the study. The first was a study that would compare the academic and non-academic
characteristics of the students at the institution to better determine if it was the retention
strategies and programs at some institutions that were making a difference or if it was the
students at that institution. There is a great opportunity to do further research on the at-risk or
underserved populations and how best to serve each group and reduce or eliminate those gaps in
equity across the colleges. Also, several individuals that were interviewed stated that their adult
students often had higher pass and persistence rates than the rest of the college or specifically
more than the traditional students. It would be helpful to identify what is different about that
population and how those traits, characteristics, or skills could be transferred to the traditional
students at the college.
Finally, individuals at several community colleges explained that although they are strong
advocates of the Tennessee Promise, they have had an increase in students that are at the
community college, but they really do not want to be there. They are there because it is free for
them to attend, so their parents made them go. There is an opportunity for further research on
these community college students in Tennessee and the impact that those students are having on
the institution. Also, although a limitation to this study is that it was only conducted at
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community colleges in Tennessee, I believe that is also an area of opportunity for future
research. Although other states do not have Tennessee Promise or Tennessee Reconnect
programs, many states and cities are attempting to establish similar tuition free college programs
for their students. I believe many of the findings in this study would be consistent with other
community colleges and institutions across the United States, and this study could be used by
other states and institutions to evaluate and assess their retention programs.
Conclusion
Using a grounded theory approach, the purpose of this qualitative research study was to
identify and understand the different programs, initiatives, and strategies that have been utilized
at the five Tennessee community colleges with the highest retention rates between fall 2015 and
fall 2017. First, the results from this study clearly indicate that these five community colleges
have developed a comprehensive retention plan that has been well communicated to the staff and
faculty at their institution. These retention plans include identifying their equity gaps in student
retention and achievement and creating strategies to remove those barriers so all students can
persist and graduate.
Furthermore, this study found that all five of these institutions have presidents,
administrators, staff, and faculty that are extraordinarily committed to their students and their
students’ success. They put the needs of their students above anything else at the school, and
they are willing to do whatever it takes to help them succeed. Students at these institutions
persist because of a person or several people at the community college that care about them,
develop a relationship with them, and either create or connect them with the resources on the
campus that will provide them with the support that they need to succeed. The individuals that
develop these significant caring relationships with the students might include a student success
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coach, faculty advisor, service-learning coordinator, professor, club advisor, Student Support
Services counselor, or a veterans’ or Tennessee Promise coordinator.
Based upon this study, student persistence at these institutions is usually not from a single
program, but the institutions serve students in a holistic manner through the collaboration of
many retention programs and services throughout the campus. In order to be effective with
student retention, the institution also needs a comprehensive communications plan to ensure that
all of the students, staff, and faculty are aware of the different retention programs, services, and
initiatives on campus.
Finally, after an institution identifies their equity gaps in student retention and success,
they need to address those concerns by connecting those targeted groups of students to existing
services and create new services and initiatives specifically to meet the needs of those students.
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